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Notes on Photograph Citation 

Many of the photographs in this thesis are family photographs held in private and public 

collections, or photographs held within government archives and public libraries as 

items within archival collections. None of the photographs cited in this thesis are best 

understood as works of art. 

 

Traditional methods for citing visual material follow a system used to cite art works and 

recommend including the artist, title, year and current location of the work. While these 

descriptors (along with others) are crucial to understanding and describing visual 

material, this system is not suitable for citations in this thesis. This is partly because it 

treats family and government photographs as art works and partly because it was found 

to be impractical. In order to support the arguments made within the thesis numerous 

photographs are often cited in one footnote and the traditional citation method would 

have made footnotes too bulky. 

 

I have therefore chosen to cite photographs following the system of citing archives 

recommended by the National Archives of Australia which follows the form:  

 

Archival Institution: Archival Series or Collection number or name, Item 

number or name [D number where appropriate]. 

 

Where the photograph has been published it is cited as a page in the relevant book, 

journal article or website.  

 

A 'D number' is used to cite images also held in the Chinese-Australian Historical 

Images in Australia (CHIA) website. Each photograph entry in the CHIA website lists 

the known versions for that photograph, which archive holds the version and the text 

used to describe each of the versions of that photograph. Where permissions have been 

obtained, a digital copy of that photograph is also published. 

 

The 'D number' is placed in square brackets after the photograph citation in the thesis. 

To go to the appropriate website place the D number (without the square brackets) into 

the following URL formula: 

 

http://www.chia.chinesemuseum.com.au/objects/[D number].htm 

 

So photograph '[D002401]' in a citation becomes the following on the CHIA website:  

 

http://www.chia.chinesemuseum.com.au/objects/D002401.htm 

 

Captions to photographs in the thesis have been written to suit the needs of their 

purpose in this thesis and do not necessarily adopt the title, date, photographer or place 

of photograph associated with the source of image. 
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Summary 

Nineteenth-century cartoons of Chinese as threatening caricatures and graphic and 

photographic works that depict them as harmless archaic figures on the margins of 

modern Australian life, tend to dominate representations of Chinese in Australia in 

standard historical studies and public exhibitions. These visual representations depict 

Chinese Australians as non-Australians, who function outside mainstream Australian 

life. This usual visual history is a highly selective one. Photographs circulate unevenly 

through public spaces. They are created at particular times for particular purposes and 

represent multiple pasts. This thesis broadens our understanding of this dominant view 

as it explores the nature, distribution and circulation over time of photographs of 

Chinese and their descendants, created in Australia between the 1870s and 1940s. It 

demonstrates that Chinese Australians were photographed in a wider variety of ways 

than is captured in standard historical studies and public exhibitions. Contextualised 

within the major genres of photography in Australia, the extant record of Chinese-

Australian photographs suggests that Chinese represented themselves, and were often 

represented by others, within the fabric of everyday family and community life in 

Australia. 
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Introduction 

Some time around 1946 Arthur Lee Ack paid a visit to the Speirs family in his home 

town of Euroa, in north-eastern Victoria. Arthur lived in the restaurant next door to the 

family's pharmacy in Binney Street. During his visit, the Speirs took a couple of 

photographs of their neighbour, whom they knew as Lee Ack, with Victor, their three-

year old son, in their backyard. Precisely why these photographs were taken on this 

occasion is lost to history. The Speirs and Lee Ack nevertheless chose to remember 

their friendship with a couple of snapshot photographs. Prints of these shots were 

preserved in a photograph album to be viewed by family and friends in the future [see 

cover image].
1
 Copies may well have been given to Arthur Lee Ack to be kept in his 

family collection alongside photographs of his wife Emily Francis (nee Mahlook) and 

their children.
2
 Two photographs of Victor and Lee Ack remained tucked away in the 

family's private collection until Victor's daughter mentioned them to me during a 

discussion about my research.
3
 Private family photographs do not often find their way 

into Australia's national and local histories. Only recently have they entered into the 

acquisition policies of public collecting institutions.
4
 Their exclusion has compromised 

the visual record of Chinese in Australia's past. 

 

Photographs are important resources for historians and others who wish to imagine, 

visually, the record of Chinese-Australian history. We have little understanding of this 

visual archive in its entirety, and little appreciation of the bias resulting from the uneven 

circulation of the visual archive through public and private spaces. This thesis seeks to 

redress this bias through a contextualised reading of photographs of Chinese in 

Australia from the 1870s through to the 1940s within the fluid and contingent genres in 

                                                 

1
 Victor Speirs collection (private) [D002970 and D002971]. 

2
 Such as, for example, this photograph of their son, John Lee Ack, as a toddler. F. Anderson (private 

hands): Ada Mahlook and Emily Lee Ack collection [D002399]. 
3
 With permission they were then published on the Chinese-Australian Historical Images in Australia 

(CHIA) website, http://www.chia.chinesemuseum.com.au, accessed 7 June 2009. 
4
 Some early Chinese-Australian family photograph collections include those collected by Morag Loh as 

part of her research in the 1980s that were then deposited with the State Library of Victoria, those in the 

Museum of Chinese Australian History which opened in Melbourne in 1985 and began building its 

photograph collection in the 1990s, the Golden Dragon Museum which opened in Bendigo in 1991 and 

the Northern Territory Chinese Museum which opened in Darwin in 1997. Rosetta Sung also collected 

photographs as part of her research into Chinese-Australian families in the 1980s. The oral histories were 

donated to the Mitchell Library in Sydney but not the photographs. Rosetta Sung, 'Australian Chinese: A 

collection of personal histories and family photographs from descendants of earlier Chinese settlers to 

New South Wales', ML MSS 5617. 
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which they were created and deployed over time. The process of recontextualising these 

photographs offers evidence that Australia's Chinese history is not a history of an 

exotic, excluded 'other' but, as the photographs of Arthur Lee Ack and Victor Speirs 

suggest, one of inclusion and exchange. Photographs are the product of a negotiated, 

and sometimes unequal, interaction between the photographer, the subject and the 

imagined audience for the photograph. Understanding the nature of these negotiated 

interactions, the gaps and biases in the Chinese-Australian photographic record that 

result, and the ways in which photographs were exchanged, used and circulated, help us 

to visualise Australia's past, and provides an insight into how others chose to represent 

Chinese Australians and how they chose to represent themselves. 

 

In the absence of scholarly analysis, the visual history of Chinese in Australia has 

largely been played out by stealth through the imagery used to illustrate Australia's 

published histories. This thesis is as much about how photographs are interpreted in the 

present as it is about their meanings in the past. The ways in which the visual record has 

been used to illustrate Australia's histories draws heavily on images that show Chinese 

Australians as different from other Australians. Representations of Chinese Australians 

that have widely circulated tend to show them as threatening caricatures or harmless 

archaic figures that live outside modern Australian life. Most of the existing visual 

analysis of images of Chinese Australians also focuses on racialised anti-Chinese 

cartoons. Through an exploration of the photographs created of Chinese-Australian 

subject matter, this thesis complicates these visual images of Chinese in Australia, used 

as illustrations in national and local histories, by introducing a more diverse range of 

photographic representations which are explored within the historical, geographic and 

cultural contexts in which they were created and used.  

 

The choice of visual representations of Chinese Australians exercised in illustrating 

Australian history has been limited by the kinds of histories told about Chinese in 

Australia. On the whole, the enduring presence of the Chinese in Australia has gone 

largely unremarked in Australia's national histories. Hence there is little written text that 

calls for illustrations reflecting the everyday presence of Chinese. Up until the 1960s 

most histories were not illustrated in any case, and when they were, they included 

photographs of civic places and buildings, agricultural activity and portraits of prize 
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sheep.
5
 The only people who generally featured were male civic leaders and Indigenous 

people.  

 

Chinese-Australian history has intersected with Australia's published history at two 

iconographical moments - Chinese participation in the gold rushes and their exclusion 

in consequence of the White Australia Policy.
6
 The arrival of Chinese during the gold 

rushes as a distinctive non-white group has generally been illustrated with paintings or 

pen and ink drawings that were created on the goldfields in the 1850s and 1860s by 

artists such as Eugene von Guerard, Samuel Thomas Gill or S.D.S. Huyghue.
7
 The 

works of gold fields artists were so well-known that, in 1959, historian J.G. Harrison 

needed simply to refer to 'those long queues of Chinamen, one sees in old S.T. Gill 

prints' to illustrate his narrative suggestively for his readers.
8
 Newspaper etchings 

depicting Chinese life in Australia published in the 1870s and 1880s were also deployed 

on occasion.
9
 

 

References to Chinese in articles published between 1911 and the present day in the 

journal of the Royal Historical Society of Victoria, The Victorian Historical Magazine, 

serve to illustrate this point. The first reference to Chinese was made in an article 

published in 1921, on the history of Ararat, which briefly mentioned the Chinese role in 

                                                 

5
 See for example: James Colwell, The Story of Australia, Past and Present, in Pen and Pictures: In Six 

Volumes Illustrated with Historic and Representative Pictures, Sydney, NSW, S.J. Clarke, 1925. 
6
 Chinese and the gold rushes see for example: Oswald L. Ziegler, The First Hundred Years: A Review of 

Victoria's Centenary, Melbourne, Vic, O.L. Ziegler, 1934, p.21. A.G.L. Shaw, The Story of Australia, 

London, Faber & Faber, 1972 (4th edition), p.124. Margaret Kiddle, Men of Yesterday: A Social History 

of the Western District of Victoria 1834-1890, Melbourne, Vic, MUP, 1961, pp.193, 204-205. Manning 

Clark, A Short History of Australia, New York, New American Library, 1969 (revised and updated), 

pp.115-117, 119. Chinese and immigration restrictions see for example: Albert Wilberforce Jose, The 

Australian Encyclopaedia, Sydney, NSW, Angus & Robertson, 1927, pp.645-656. William Keith 

Hancock, Australia, London, E. Benn, 1930, pp.77-81. Shaw, The Story of Australia, pp.183, 197. 

Raymond Maxwell Crawford, Australia, London, Hutchinson's University Library, 1960 (2nd revised 
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Press, 1971, pp.42-43. Richard Broome, Arriving, Sydney, NSW, Fairfax, Syme & Weldon Associates, 

1984, p.111. 
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the town's establishment.
10

 The first illustrations related to Chinese appeared in an 

article published in 1927. These were etchings, based on one of the drawings of S.D.S. 

Huyghue, of 'Chinese overlanders' and of a landscape scene of a gold fields camp that 

included Chinese figures. These illustrations complemented the observation in the text 

that the 'foreigners' remembered on the gold fields were 'Germans from South Australia, 

Chinese, Manilamen, Frenchmen and Americans'.
11

 Most later articles made only 

passing mention to Chinese.
12

 It was not until a photograph of Joseph Tear Tack was 

used to illustrate an article published in 2003 about Christian missions to the Chinese on 

the Victorian goldfields that another Chinese-Australian illustration appeared.
13

 More 

recent articles about Chinese on the goldfields have drawn on newspaper etchings from 

the 1870s and 1880s, including Chinese pageants, gambling houses, and the opening of 

the Chinese temple in South Melbourne.
14

  

 

While goldfields illustrations tend to show Chinese as an integral part of gold-rush life, 

they also depict Chinese immigrants as different from other miners in ways that draw on 

and reinforce familiar ethnographic stereotypes of Chinese. Chinese in these 

representations are shown wearing queues and wearing distinctly Chinese dress, perhaps 

carrying a shoulder pole. Newspaper etchings of the 1870s and 1880s, popularly used as 

illustrations, similarly tend to show Chinese engaged in activities largely isolated from 

the rest of Australian public life, and typically 'Chinese' in nature, such as gambling, 

performing in dragon processions, and worshipping at temples. They draw on and 

reinforce familiar ethnographic characterisations of Chinese in China that circulated in 

the western world in the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries through travellers' tales and 

literary hoaxes.
15

 These kinds of illustrations have continued to be recycled as 
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illustrations without properly questioning their historical or contextual validity. In these 

representations 'China is not just an alien place but an ancient time, a place caught in 

time in a way that the progressive West was not'.
16

 

 

Discussion of the role of Chinese immigration in the development of Australia's White 

Australia Policy dates back to Australia's earliest published histories.
17

 This was a more 

regular and prominent Chinese-Australian theme in national histories of Australia than 

Chinese involvement in the gold rushes. Often the role of Chinese immigration in the 

development of the White Australia Policy in these early accounts was the only mention 

of Australia's Chinese history. The entry for 'Chinese' in The Australian Encyclopaedia 

published in 1926-7, for example, simply refers readers to eight pages of discussion on 

'Immigration Restriction'.
18

 References to Chinese were generally only a sentence or 

two and the focus was on white perceptions of this process.  

 

Images were rarely used to illustrate the history of the White Australia Policy before the 

emergence of labour histories written in the 1970s and 1980s. These showed a particular 

interest in nineteenth-century working-class racism.
19

 In the field of Chinese-Australian 

history, Ann Curthoy's doctoral thesis, completed in 1973, and the comparative studies 

of Charles Price and Andrew Markus, published in 1974 and 1979 respectively, 

pioneered research in this area that was subsequently taken up by historians such as 

Kathryn Cronin in her study of Chinese in Victoria and Cathie May's pioneering work 

on the Chinese in far North Queensland.
20

 A link was established in this wave of 
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 Jose, The Australian Encyclopaedia, pp.645-656. 
19

 See Ann Curthoys for an overview of the emergence of this literature. Ann Curthoys, 'Racism and class 

in the nineteenth-century immigration debate', in Andrew Markus and M.C. Ricklefs (eds.), Surrender 

Australia?: Essays in the Study and Uses of History, Sydney, NSW, Allen & Unwin, 1985, pp.94-100. 
20

 Ann Curthoys, Race and Ethnicity: A Study of the Response of British Colonists to Aborigines, 

Chinese and Non-British Europeans in New South Wales, 1856-1881, PhD, Department of History, 

Macquarie University, 1973. Charles Price, The Great White Walls are Built: Restrictive Immigration to 

North America and Australasia 1836-1888, Canberra, ACT, ANU Press, 1974. Andrew Markus, Fear 

and Hatred: Purifying Australia and California 1850-1901, Sydney, NSW, Hale & Ironmonger, 1979. 
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original research between nineteenth and twentieth-century restrictions on Chinese 

immigration and beliefs about Chinese as a race. Racialised cartoons, such as those first 

published by the Bulletin or Punch magazine, offered ideal illustrations for these 

discussions of Australian racism and the evolution of the White Australia Policy. 

Markus' Fear and Hatred, for example, was heavily illustrated with anti-Chinese 

cartoons.
21

 In the same year Bill Hornadge published The Yellow Peril, which illustrated 

Australia's anti-Asian attitudes through a compilation of cartoons and line illustrations 

published from the 1850s through to the 1970s.
22

 Racialised cartoons were designed to 

be provocative and eye-catching and hence to catalyse political debate. At the same 

time, their use embedded them in the public imagination.
23

 

 

Significantly, outside of these broader national histories of Australia and within the 

more narrowly specialist field of Chinese-Australian history, a wider range of visual 

representations of Chinese Australians began to feature as historical illustrations in the 

1970s. C.F. Yong's seminal New Gold Mountain, published in 1977, is one of the 

earliest Chinese-Australian histories to use illustrations extensively.
24

 Yong's book 

reproduced a wide range of images of Chinese Australians, including nineteenth-century 

English-language Australian newspaper etchings of Chinese-Australian life and 

photographs, predominantly of civic leaders of Chinese-Australian communities, which 

were published in early twentieth century Chinese-language newspapers in Australia.
25

 

Yong also offered a range of familiar nineteenth-century English-language newspaper 

etchings of Chinese to illustrate his history of Chinese in Australia between 1901 and 
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1920. These were for the first time balanced by Chinese photographic representations of 

themselves.  

 

As historians began drawing on different sources to tell Chinese-Australian histories, 

the range of visual material employed as illustrations also widened. After C.F. Yong, 

Chinese-Australian histories in the oral and family history genres, including Morag 

Loh's Settlers and Sojourners (1985) and Dinky-di (1989) and Diana Giese's Beyond 

Chinatown (1995), supplemented visual imagery available within public archives with 

family photographs.
26

 Red Tape Gold Scissors (1996) written by City of Sydney 

historian Shirley Fitzgerald drew on the visual imagery available within government 

archives as well as other sources.
27

 More recently, Janis Wilton's Golden Threads 

(2004), which draws on the collections of museums and local historical societies in New 

South Wales, and Jane Lydon's Many Inventions (1999) which blends historical and 

archaeological data, were illustrated with photographs of Chinese-Australian artefacts.
28

 

 

A recent turn toward multidisciplinary approaches to Australian history has emphasised 

visual representations for historical analysis of Chinese in local community histories. 

Jane Lydon utilises sketches of Chinese in the Rocks area of Sydney in the late 

nineteenth century to illustrate white Australian responses to the Chinese who lived in 

the Rocks. She contrasts picturesque representations with the photographs produced by 

sanitation reformers of the same period.
29

 Shirley Fitzgerald draws on a description of 

the A.K. Sayer collection of photographs of Chinese hawkers to visually enhance her 

argument that Chinese in Australia have always been 'out of focus' and an 'ephemeral' 

presence in the white Australian imagination.
30

 She observes a propensity to understand 
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Chinese in 'caricature', as nameless men on willow-patterned plates. In exploring the 

relationship between white women and Chinese men of the period, Kate Bagnall 

highlights a newspaper engraving published in 1889 of a market gardener selling his 

wares to two white women over their iron picket fences as an example of one way in 

which Chinese men and white women were represented in Australia: as encounters at 

the threshold of the family home.
31

 Keir Reeves brings together the songs and poems of 

Charles Thatcher with the graphic work of S.T. Gill to argue that life on the goldfields 

in the 1850s was more cosmopolitan and integrated than other sources suggest. He notes 

that rather than 'exotic embellishments', Chinese figures in Gill's work were used 

alongside others, not to illustrate Chinese, but 'to reflect the commerce and street life of 

early Castlemaine'.
32

 

 

The growth in interest in family and working class histories influenced the collecting 

practices of public archives, and photograph collections rich in Chinese-Australian 

family photographs began to develop. Some early public institutions who specifically 

collected Chinese-Australian family photographs include the State Library of Victoria, 

which accepted several donations of Chinese-Australian family photographs identified 

by Morag Loh as part of her research in the 1980s; the Museum of Chinese Australian 

History which opened in Melbourne in 1985 and began building its photograph 

collection in the 1990s; the Golden Dragon Museum which opened in Bendigo in 1991; 

and the Northern Territory Chinese Museum which opened in Darwin in 1997 after the 

development of a joint exhibition with the Museum and Art Gallery of the Northern 

Territory, Sweet and Sour: Experiences of Chinese Families in the Northern Territory. 

In the 1980s, Rosetta Sung conducted a number of oral histories and collected family 

photographs as part of her research into Chinese-Australian families in the 1980s, but 

only the oral histories were donated to the Mitchell Library in Sydney. 

 

In addition to the labour histories of Markus and Curthoys, the 1970s and 1980s also 

saw the rise in popularity of illustrated histories, inspired by approaches to history that 
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explored the social lives of the 'working class'. In contrast to earlier illustrated 

publications that focussed on the civic and economic progress of Australia, these 

publications focussed on the social histories of communities, and offered more personal, 

less formal, and in many cases nostalgic reflections on the past.
33

 They were associated 

with compilations of graphic and photographic imagery, grouped thematically, often 

with lengthy captions and a brief introduction to each section, and organised as national, 

state and local histories.
34

 Some of these, particularly those published in the 1970s, are 

notable for their lack of cultural diversity and the dominance of white Australian faces 

in their selection of imagery.
35

 This is less evident in publications from the 1980s 

onwards, as the significance of racial exclusion was better understood within social 

history. At this time the idea of 'multicultural' Australia took root beyond the narrow 

policy range through which it was initially promoted in the 1970s.
36

 Images of Chinese 

Australians are more commonly found in these later publications. Nevertheless they 

continued to locate Chinese Australians in iconographic moments of nineteenth century 

history, particularly the gold rushes and the wider context of White Australia Policy, 

and hence to depict them as exotic and different from other Australians.  

 

Where more varied representations of Chinese Australians are selected, there is little or 

no overarching narrative to give these photographs meaning, except perhaps a token 

acknowledgement that Australian society was culturally diverse. As a result, readers are 

offered little understanding of the links between Chinese Australians and Australian 

society. This is well illustrated in Robin Ingrams' Australia for the Record: A Nation's 

Proud Record of Innovation and Contribution published c1994, in which a photograph 
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captioned 'Sydney's Chinese community on a picnic outing' is reproduced over a two-

page spread.
37

 The photograph illustrates a section that discusses Australia as a country 

of immigrants. The only reference to Chinese in the text is a statement that: 'The gold 

rush brought an influx of more than half a million newcomers from China, America and 

Europe'. There is nothing to help readers make sense of this photograph or give meaning 

to it and therefore little reason to remember it. There is no date or place or explanation 

to assist readers to understand who this 'Chinese community' was and what the 

motivation behind the outing and photograph might have been. As will be discussed in 

Chapter 7, this particular photograph shows a group picnic held in Emmaville, New 

South Wales, around 1908, to celebrate the birthday of the Emperor Guangxu. The 

picnic was probably organised by supporters of the Chinese Empire Reform 

Association, which encouraged social reform in China but also played an early role in 

shaping a particularly Chinese-Australian sense of identity at the turn of the century.
38

 

 

The wider range of visual representations of Chinese in Australia that appear in these 

histories has done little to challenge the received visual imagination of Chinese 

Australians in Australian history. Rather than disputing or engaging with the academic 

histories of their day, these illustrated histories operate distinctly and in parallel to 

formal histories, as if designed to be intellectually light and easily accessible to the 

general public. Drawing on photographs from newspapers and private family archives, 

they document uncritically the 'ordinary' lives of individuals and communities. The 

photographs used in these publications function as transparent records of the past.
39

 

Their histories are told implicitly through the themes into which their images are 

grouped, accompanied by brief introductions to their themes and detailed captions. 

These themes were often predetermined and their selection deemed self-evident.
40

 

Themes typically centre around work, leisure, technology, and sometimes race or 

ethnicity. The origins of the photographs and the history of the visual record they 

recount is generally overlooked.
41

 As observed by photographic historian Anne-Marie 

Willis, the grand sweeping themes and chronological narrative of these illustrated 
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histories give an 'impression that all aspects of life were covered equally in all 

periods'.
42

 While implying that they are broadly representative, these illustrated histories 

are often over-determined by the quirky and haphazard nature of the extant 

photographic record.  

 

For readers, the outcome is at best confusion, and at worst deception. A two-page 

spread of four illustrations in Rex and Thea Rienits' A Pictorial History of Australia, 

published in 1977 and republished in 1982, offers a useful example of the ways in 

which the selection of captions and pictures implicitly reinforces views of Chinese 

Australians as unchanging figures outside the margins of Australian life. On one page is 

a drawing of Chinese miners with shoulder poles and conical bamboo hats walking in a 

long, single file to the Queensland goldfields in the 1870s. The caption reads: 'Rich gold 

finds in Queensland in the 1870s brought thousands of Chinese to Australia. Their alien 

customs and frugal ways created much ill-feeling'. Beneath it is another drawing of 

Chinese miners, with queues flying behind them, fleeing from an attack by Aboriginal 

people in Queensland. Its caption reads: 'Not only whites resented the mass intrusion of 

the Chinese. Here gold-diggers on the Gilbert River, northern Australia, are being 

attacked by hostile Aborigines'. This is contrasted on the facing page by two 

photographs of white miners in New South Wales, also created in the early 1870s. One 

shows a group of miners, one of whom holds a dish for panning gold, and is captioned 

'A gold prospector at Gulgong, N.S.W., in 1871 shows the nuggets he has won'. The 

other shows a man and boy in front of a tailor's shop made of wattle and daub and is 

captioned 'A typical shop in the boom town of Hill End, N.S.W., during the gold rush of 

the 1870s'. 

 

This double-page spread, which physically divides the four representations into Chinese 

on the left and white Australians on the right, establishes a dichotomy between Chinese 

and other Australians. For instance, Chinese are represented using a graphic form of 

documentary imagery while other Australians are represented in photographs. This 

distances Chinese from the modern technology of photography. Chinese are shown as 

caricatures, and as an undifferentiated mass, while the individuality of other Australians 

is much more evident in the closer photographic portraits used. The result is that 
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Chinese Australians appear captured in the pre-photographic past, as dominating the 

native landscape, and as enemies of the Indigenous population. In contrast, the white 

miners on the right-hand side of the spread appear successful and settled. The 

differences between the two groups is reinforced in the captions that describe the 'alien 

customs and frugal ways' of Chinese. What is particularly revealing is that in sourcing 

the photographs of white miners from the Holtermann collection, twenty-seven 

photographs of Chinese miners and storekeepers in the same collection were 

overlooked. In the collection, they sit equally and comfortably alongside those of the 

white miners.
43

 

 

Analyses of visual representations of Chinese in Australia also emerged during the 

1970s-1980s. These studies showed that cartoons were both the product and the 

expression of an evolving set of racialised attitudes, particularly towards Chinese. In 

1973, Marguerite Mahood observed that graphic cartoons of Chinese in Australia 

changed in character over time. Chinese were initially represented as 'only a joke' rather 

than 'the monster' they became in the late nineteenth century.
44

 This theme was 

elaborated by Ross Woodrow in a Master of Philosophy thesis in 1994. Woodrow 

showed that, while in the 1850s and 1860s Chinese were portrayed in cartoon figures as 

anthropologically comical oddities, with the adoption of social Darwinist ideas in the 

1870s the Chinese figure was increasingly represented as a 'lascivious simian 

degenerate'.
45

  

 

Andrew Markus’ interrogation of textual sources confirms this finding. Markus argues 

that Chinese in Australia were viewed as 'cultural curiosities' before their racial and 

cultural differences came to be seen as a threat.
46

 Among historians, both Markus and 

Ann Curthoys have argued that white-Chinese relations were embedded in an evolving 

and complex set of impressions that operated differently across space and time and in 
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different social contexts.
47

 This understanding of race relations as fluid over time and 

contingent on historical contexts is useful in understanding photographic visual 

representations of Chinese in Australia. 

 

One of the best known and most comprehensive studies of Asian visual representations 

in Australia is Alison Broinowski's Yellow Lady: Australian Impressions of Asia. First 

published in 1992, Broinowski’s work exemplifies many of the strengths and 

weaknesses of visual studies of Chinese in Australian history.
48

 She reviews the ideas of 

race and labour that emerged in the histories of the 1970s and 1980s, particularly as 

these informed contemporary studies of the creative arts. Her own study draws on the 

work of 'people working in the visual, performing, literary and design arts' and on fields 

such as architecture, literature, theatre and film. Anti-Chinese cartoons feature 

prominently in the book as examples of visual representations driven by racialised and 

Eurocentric views. These illustrate her wider argument that white Australians held these 

views. Her account appropriates attitudes expressed publicly to explain a range of forms 

of artistic engagement with Asia in Australia from the nineteenth to the end of the 

twentieth centuries. Her argument sets out to explain visual representations, at particular 

times, but fails to acknowledge that different kinds of imagery perform different roles in 

the visual realm and that they need to be contextualised within the changing and diverse 

nature of race relations in Australia. Broinowski's account leaves little room to explore 

forms of visual representation that were shaped by motivations other than racial 

difference.  

 

Her discussion of Eugene von Guerard's (1811-1901) sketches of Chinese on the 

Victorian goldfields in 1852 exemplifies a wider failure to distinguish between different 

visual forms or to address the diversity of motivations and attitudes that shaped the way 

Chinese in Australia have been recorded visually. Having identified von Guerard's 

sketch as 'benign and realistic', and therefore not influenced by the racialised attitudes 

she expects to find, she dismisses it as an exception to the visual record, without paying 

close attention to the periodisation or context of its production. In a passing remark she 

notes that the sketch depicted von Guerard's 'nearest neighbours'. She does not reflect on 
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why the image was created at this time or what its creations might say about the 

relationship between von Guerard and his Chinese neighbours.  

 

While the late nineteenth-century cartoons Broinowski invokes were clearly designed to 

express caricature and satire, and to comment on political issues, works such as those of 

von Guerard were created in an earlier period to a different purpose.
49

 Von Guerard's 

sketch was part of a genre of visual representations, including the work of Samuel 

Thomas Gill (1818-1880), which tried to capture life on the goldfields. These were 

created for a public audience, to be sure, but they offered intimate studies designed to 

inform viewers about life on the goldfields. They were works of art with a strong 

documentary function, created at a time when Chinese were more inclined to be viewed 

in the public realm as curiosities than as a threat. That they should have included images 

created by Von Guerard of his Chinese neighbours on the gold fields is significant. As 

John Hirst has observed, the ways in which people interacted personally with each 

other, one-on-one, could be far more polite than those depicted at the more abstract 

public or political levels.
50

 Von Guerard's was more than a random sketch of 'nearest 

neighbours.’ It illustrated that Chinese men were his 'nearest neighbours'.  

 

Had Broinowski examined photography in Yellow Lady she may not have been able to 

sustain her larger arguments. Photographs function as a visual form quite distinct from 

cartoon and line illustrations. Many photographs, Chinese-Australian photographs 

included, were created of, by and for family and friends to be viewed privately. Others 

circulated within the semi-private realm of government and community organisations or 

at the local level of the suburb, country town, or city. Only a small number circulated at 
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the national level in national newspapers, books and articles, or in widely distributed 

postcards. Only a few were created as work of art. Photographs were also an important 

tool in applying immigration legislation that discriminated against Chinese; they were 

also used to support anti-Chinese attitudes. That said, few photographs condemned, 

belittled and ridiculed Chinese Australians in the style of cartoons, etchings, and literary 

forms of representation.  

 

The approach adopted here toward the photographic record of Chinese Australians is 

informed by the study of photographs as representations and as material objects. The 

concept of photography, as demonstrated by Geoffrey Batchen and reflected in Alan 

Trachtenberg's Classic Essays on Photography, is inherently unstable and has been 

subject to theoretical questioning since its very origins.
51

 This thesis takes as given the 

large body of inter-disciplinary literature that has developed since the seminal critiques 

of photography written by John Berger in 1972, Susan Sontag in 1977 and Roland 

Barthes' semiotic reading of the photograph and its meaning in 1979.
52

 These works laid 

the foundations from which subsequent scholars from a range of disciplines have 

theorised about the problematic nature of photographs as truthful, self-explanatory and 

impartial representations of the past. A significant theme within this literature has been 

about the social, technological and ideological tensions between photography as 

aesthetic works of art and as truthful representations.
53

 In the 1980s and 1990s, 
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influenced by Marxist approaches to analysis and the work of Michel Foucault, theorists 

such as John Tagg, Abigail Solomon-Godeau and Allan Sekula, explored how 

photography was used as an instrument of discipline and control in society.
54

 Further 

inspired by Edward Said's ideas about 'orientalism' and the way in which 'Western' 

discourse has defined itself against the notion of the 'East' as an 'Other', postcolonialist 

scholars began to examine the role of photography as a tool used to know and control 

others as part of the process of colonisation.
55

 

 

As early as 1992, however, Elizabeth Edwards began cautioning against too great a 

reliance on these broader models of power and control. She argued that these wider 

frameworks 'cannot provide an appropriate language for dealing with the multiplicity of 

possibilities, histories and counter-histories lodged within photographs', and that 

photographs are 'ambiguously dynamic' in the ways in which they function in the 'real 

world, and within daily experience'.
56

 Christopher Pinney has also argued for more 

grounded readings of photographs.
57

 The approaches of Edwards and Pinney has helped 

to open up for exploration an alternative or subaltern perspective in visual analysis. 

Influenced by the work of Homi Bhabha, who noted the ambivalent nature of the 

process of creating an 'other', these approaches seek to undermine dominant colonial 

visual regimes through the examination of 'specific photographs and specific acts of 
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photographic involvement, collecting, displaying and intervening'.
58

 Deborah Poole, for 

example, argues that the dominant mode of visual interaction between Europeans and 

Andeans in the nineteenth and twentieth centuries was 'circulation and exchange' rather 

than 'dependence'.
59

 In her research on the process of cross-cultural exchange on 

Coranderrk Aboriginal station in Victoria in the nineteenth and twentieth centuries, Jane 

Lydon argued that photography could simultaneously be an agent of distancing and 

objectification as well as part of a process of interaction and dialogue.
60

 

 

Rather than exploring relationships between coloniser and colonised, this thesis 

interrogates photographs in multifaceted ways in order to complicate the notion of the 

coloniser by exploring the relationship through photography of two groups of colonisers 

- the dominant white coloniser and the minority Chinese one. This approach illustrates 

the instability of the terms 'coloniser', 'white' and 'Chinese' and supports more 

multifaceted and contingent understandings of race relations in Australia. Despite the 

sojourning character of their immigration, Chinese Australians were settlers and an 

integral part of the colonisation of Australia. At the same time they were also excluded 

from the imaginative construction of the Australian nation.
61

 This thesis takes as given 

that Australia was institutionally racist, that Chinese Australians were physically and 

verbally attacked and discriminated against on the basis of racial and cultural 

differences, that the Australian nation was imagined and built around the exclusion of 

Chinese and other 'coloured peoples' and that this had a real and very painful impact on 

the lives of Chinese Australians.
62

 While taking this broader institutional and cultural 
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context as a given, this thesis opens for exploration some of the local spaces in which 

Chinese Australians lived out their lives and represented themselves as Australians.  

 

Rather than the themes of difference and exclusion, this thesis is more interested in 

taking up John Fitzgerald's challenge in Big White Lie 'to establish how different 

communities came together to constitute Australia as a nation' and 'how their 

transnational, social, cultural and economic connections succeeded in linking Australia 

to the world'. It seeks to: 

 

…embed Chinese-Australian stories in Australian history to the point of 

demonstrating that Chinese Australians were so unequivocally Australian 

that so-called anti-Chinese attitudes were not anti-Chinese at all but anti-

Australian, even in White Australia.
63

  

 

It is not my intention to show that Chinese Australians were identical to all other 

communities that made Australia home - an impossible and pointless task - but to show 

that lives, values and aspirations of Chinese Australians were closely interwoven with 

those of other Australians. To explore the history of Chinese Australians is to broaden 

the general history of Australia. This thesis presents an Australian story that embeds 

historical photographs within their local, social and historical contexts, and probes for 

explanations, not just in China, but in contemporary Australia and the British Empire.
64

 

 

This nuanced approach to Chinese-Australian history builds on recent research that 

complicates and tests the rigidity of the divide between white and Chinese Australians, 

giving Chinese Australians a place in those histories, on their own terms, as individuals 

with agency and control over their lives. There has been a particularly strong growth in 

interest in Chinese-Australian history since the 1990s which has included the hosting of 

international, cross-disciplinary conferences devoted to the field every few years, often 

with an associated publication.
65

 This research has responded to Jennifer Cushman's 
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observation in the 1980s that scholarship on the 'Chinese Australian community' had 

been 'less concerned with the community on its own terms and more with Australian 

attitudes towards Chinese'.
66

 In Red Tape, Gold Scissors, Shirley Fitzgerald examines 

the 'knotted' and evolving nature of Sydney's Chinese and the 'points of interaction, of 

class and of change which contribute towards the creation of the place called Sydney'.
67

 

She argues against positing any 'Chineseness', 'which is separate and exclusive and can 

result in the tendency to defend it and celebrate it' and which 'carries with it the danger 

of avoiding critical understanding'.
68

 

 

Signs of diversity, integration and agency have been explored from a range of 

perspectives in Chinese-Australian history. Increasingly, the classification of Chinese 

immigrants as sojourners has been challenged, in most part, by their persistence in 

Australia and the historical record. Michael Williams in particular, deconstructs the 

terms sojourner and settler, in preference for a broader frame of reference that moves 

beyond the bounds of the nation-state to take into consideration qiaoxiang (native-

village) perspectives.
69

 Others have argued that there was less segregation on the 

goldfields, towns and cities of Australia than previously assumed, even within 'Chinese' 

spaces.
70

 Significant and sustained processes of cultural exchange between white and 
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Chinese Australia are also being explored.
71

 Fruitful areas of exploration include sexual 

and personal relationships formed between Chinese and other Australians, including 

Indigenous people;
72

 complex webs of Chinese-Australian social relations, and the 

reclamation of Chinese-Australian voices in business.
73

 Chinese-Australian agency and 

inventiveness in the face of discrimination has been found in other research.
74

 John 

Fitzgerald has recently taken this dialogue to a national level by arguing that despite 

cultural differences between white and Chinese immigrants, all came to share roughly 

the same set of 'national values'.
75
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This thesis casts its net sufficiently wide to capture the full range of extant Chinese-

Australian photographs. 'Chinese Australians' are defined to include immigrants of 

Chinese descent who resided in Australia, in addition to their partners (Chinese and 

non-Chinese) and their children, in order to reflect the fluid identities of people who 

were described as and identified themselves as 'Chinese' in Australia.
76

 Photography is 

also interpreted broadly so as to include negatives, prints from negatives, copy prints of 

older prints and negatives, as well as published versions of photographic images which 

are treated as a comparable format. Illustrations copied from photographs are not 

recovered as primary sources for this study, although some were examined in the course 

of research. 

 

From a technical perspective, the photographs referred to here are products of a 

mechanical and chemical process in which reflected light is absorbed on a chemically-

sensitive surface. This scientific process of production lends photography an air of 

objectivity - of unmediated representation of reality that Susan Sontag calls the 'trace of 

the real' - which distinguishes it from other forms of visual art that are more dependant 

on mediated observation and hand-crafted representation.
77

 A photograph may reduce 

the proportions, perspectives and colours of its subject but it is not filtered through a 

person to the same degree as other visual representations.
78

 To the casual observer, this 

trace of the real conveys a sense that photographs are 'a piece of the world' or somehow 

an extension of their subject matter.
79

 

 

The relationship between a photograph and the 'real' may appear direct, in so far as it is 

mechanically and chemically produced, but as John Tagg has argued there is sufficient 

distortion in the process of photography to destabilise this relationship. Indeed the 

apparent evidential or truthful quality of photographs is itself socially constructed.
80

 In 
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simple terms, the photographer makes choices about the kind of subject matter to 

photograph and how to photograph it. The people who view and interpret the 

representation on the photograph ultimately give the photograph meaning and worth 

based on their knowledge and experience of the world.
81

 A photograph's meaning is 

integrally tied to the social context in which it is created and viewed. As these contexts 

change, photographs continue to acquire meanings as they cross time and space.
82

 A 

photograph that has been separated from its contexts offers only the 'possibility of 

meaning'; it means nothing of itself.
83

 As Susan Sontag observed, 'strictly speaking, one 

never understands anything from a photograph'.
84

 Photographs are 'ultimately 

uncontainable, there is an incompleteness and unknowability of photographs', and 

therefore as Elizabeth Edwards observes 'there is seldom a "correct interpretation"' of 

their meanings.
85

  

 

There are 'no strictly defined limits to meaning' in photographs as 'meaning shifts in a 

delicate and possibly indeterminable balance between creator, consumer and 

occasionally subject'.
86

 These meanings are tied to photographs as both three-

dimensional objects and two-dimensional representations.
87

 As photographic objects 

they move through time and space gathering new functions and meanings and thus 

acquire what Elizabeth Edwards describes as a 'social biography'.
88

 The nature of that 

physical form changes with usage and through wear-and-tear, over time.
89

 The ease with 

which photographs can be replicated means that a single photographic image can be 

reproduced as a number of photographic objects in a range of different physical formats. 
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This means that the photographic representation, through its various physical forms, 

also acquires a 'social biography'. The movement and exchange of photographic images 

and objects 'from place to place, person to person, culture to culture, and class to class' 

within political, economic and social matrices have been defined by Deborah Poole as a 

'visual economy'. She identifies three levels within this 'visual economy': the production 

of images, their circulation and the 'cultural and discursive system' through which 

images are 'appraised, interpreted, and assigned historical, scientific and aesthetic 

worth'.
90

 It is through this consumption and circulation of images that they accrue their 

social value.
91

 Integral to this is the subject matter of the photograph which is driven by 

the intended function of the photograph and is a negotiated product of the desires of the 

photographer, subject and consumer within a set of social conventions associated with 

the photograph's intended function. 

 

Photographs also appear to freeze a moment in time for the future and in so doing 

become a 'memento of the absent'.
92

 Nancy Micklewright describes photographs as 

'pieces of memory created for the future, where they take on an identity independent of 

their creator or subject'.
93

 For Susan Sontag they are 'pieces of the world' or 'miniatures 

of reality', that can be made, acquired, collected and possessed. They turn people and 

places into objects that can then be symbolically possessed, making the camera both a 

tool of colonial expansion and one used to record the passing of biological and social 

life in its wake.
94

 Taken to an extreme, a photograph can become a fetish or relic, taking 

the place of the subject of the photograph.
95

 These features of photographs tie them to 

feelings of nostalgia and death as photographs stand for that which has passed.
96

 To 

paraphrase Susan Sontag, they are both a reminder of death and an invitation to 

sentimentality.
97
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Photographs also transform these 'pieces of the world' into a more dramatic version of 

reality than is perceived by the normal gaze.
98

 As Elizabeth Edwards observes, 

photographs allow viewers to 'linger, imagine and analyse in a way which would not be 

possible in the natural flow of time', '[t]he inevitable detail created by the photographer 

becomes a symbol for the whole and tempts the viewer to allow the specific to stand for 

generalities, becoming a symbol for wider truths, at the risk of stereotyping and 

misrepresentation'.
99

 There is also a distancing that occurs between the viewer and the 

photograph and its subject matter. According to Susan Sontag this viewer is 'intense and 

cool, solicitous and detached; charmed by the insignificant details, addicted to 

incongruity'.
100

 This distancing makes undesirable subject matter palatable, 

unthreatening and in some cases even aesthetically appealing in such a way that poverty 

and social inequality can be dignified through photography visually.
101

 

 

As Edwards observes, however, photographs are created to serve particular functions 

and convey particular meanings.
102

 Despite the many meanings that photographs can 

and do acquire, an arena of shared expectations about the meanings of photographs, or 

'photographic discourse', develops that limits the range of an individual photograph's 

possible meanings.
103

 An infinite number of photographs might theoretically be taken 

but in practice the kinds of photographs created tend to cluster into identifiable genres 

of photographic practice, which are defined by their visual style, form, intentions, uses 

and rhetorical strategies. Surrounding these genres is the expectation and assumption 

that photographs will be contained within a particular genre, 'code of representation' or 

'pictorial and discursive convention'.
104

 These genres are useful for analysis and 
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interpretation, but are also interdependent and difficult to separate from one another and 

so must always be treated as provisional.
105

  

 

The many possible meanings of a photograph are contained by the context in which 

they are viewed and in particular by the text or captions that might be associated with 

them. Associated text helps to ground and contain the meanings of photographs.
106

 This 

text can never, however, fully secure those meanings. Meanings can be read from 

photographs that are contrary to their captions and new captions can be applied to 

photographs that open it up for a whole different set of meanings.
107

 

 

As the meanings associated with a particular photographic image shift according to the 

photograph's context (including associated text), photographs are open to interpretation 

and reinterpretation.
108

 This has allowed, for example, a latter-day re-reading of 

anthropological photographs that originally functioned as tools of colonisation and 

control from alternative Indigenous perspectives.
109

 Photographs do not always succeed 

at their intended function and one of the products of the mechanical and chemical 

origins of the photographic process is that the resultant photographic image is a 

representation of everything captured by the camera and not just what the photographers 

or their subjects intended.
110

 Hence photographs can acquire meanings additional to 

those initially intended, which in turn offers researchers an opportunity for reading 

photographs against the grain, in ways they were not intended to be read.
111

 Elizabeth 

Edwards argues that through a close 'contextualised forensic reading' of photographs it 

is possible to uncover 'hidden histories' in photographs in addition to their meanings as 
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descriptive documents.
112

 Edwards and others have demonstrated that it is possible to 

'look into photographs and through them into culture, both the culture portrayed and the 

representing culture'.
113

 

 

Just as not all possible photographs are created, not all photographs that have been 

created are retained. Any understanding that we might obtain about the visual realm of 

the past is shaped by the decisions made by individuals to collect and destroy particular 

photographs and sets of photographs. Anecdotal evidence, for example, suggests that 

some families have destroyed photographs of their Chinese ancestors.
114

 In family 

collections photographs of long-forgotten friends and distant relatives might be culled 

over time. Glass negatives are perhaps more robust than film ones but they are also 

more bulky and heavy and hence more difficult to store over the long term.
115

 The 

survival of collected photographs depends on how carefully they have been preserved, 

and how safe they are from natural and human-made disasters.
116

 In the Northern 

Territory, the tropical climate and frequent storm and cyclone damage, not to mention 

bombing during World War II, have destroyed many photographs. Significant losses 

made those that have survived more valued and more likely to be carefully preserved.
117

  

 

Only a fraction of the photographic record which survives is in turn accessible to the 

public. The way in which public archives acquire, catalogue, index and make accessible 

their collections, shapes not just their accessibility but also the kind of meanings that 

can be extracted from them.
118

 Many library collections of photographs, for example, 

organise their photographs according to categories based on their subject matter in the 
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style of book cataloguing, with considerable attrition of information about the albums 

and collections from which they were drawn.
119

 According to Helen Ennis, public 

institutions tend not to collect colour photographs because of their physical instability, 

nor do they acquire nudes, or very personal photographs.
120

 When individuals donate 

photographs to public archives they often bestow only a selection of their collection, 

while subject matter outside the interest of the collecting institution, poor quality 

photographs, duplicate photographs or photographs with subject matter considered 

'uninteresting', might be rejected. In Australia, Joanna Sassoon has shown how the work 

of archivists can have 'a profound impact on the evidential value and long-term research 

potential' of photograph collections such as the Western Australian Government Print 

Collection and the Australia House Collection.
121

 She has theorised about the significant 

losses to photographic meaning that occurs when photographs are digitised and in the 

ways in which they are published on websites. Sassoon also outlines the biases that are 

introduced in the prioritisation of digitation and its implications for accessibility.
122

  

 

These theoretical insights into the nature of photography inform my analysis of historic 

photographs of Chinese Australians. We cannot know with any precision what has gone 

on in the mind of a photographer, in taking a particular photograph, nor can we readily 

decipher what people are thinking when they view it or preserve it for the future. By 

accepting the fundamental ambiguity of photographs as historical sources, we can resort 

to methods of analysis that explore how photographs have functioned and the meanings 

that have been derived from them over time. The challenge in photographic research is 

to uncover the many layers of sometimes contradictory meanings acquired by 

photographs over time, in space, and in different social and cultural contexts.  
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Research for this thesis began with examination of photographs themselves. My 

arguments developed through a process of recovering the historical and cultural 

circumstances in which particular photographs were created and subsequently deployed, 

probing where possible the range of potential intentions behind their creation, and 

exploring how they circulated through personal, local, national and global contexts and 

'visual economies'.
123

 The meanings that could be drawn from available information 

about the extant photographic record varies from photograph to photograph, and from 

collection to collection, with the result that different approaches have been taken 

according to the information that could be adduced from particular photographs. The 

thesis then draws on quantitative data but it is not a comparative quantitative analysis. It 

draws on semiotic historical approaches that encode and decode meanings across 

photographic representations but its focus is not confined to the semiotic. And it draws 

heavily on social histories of Chinese-Australian communities while avoiding the 

temptation merely to illustrate these histories with graphics. This is a history of 

photography that crosses each of these domains. 

 

The first task in researching for this project was to identify photographs with Chinese-

Australian subject matter in the extant photographic record. This was done by searching 

catalogues and indexes for the word 'Chinese' or for names commonly associated with 

Chinese immigrants. Random searches for evidently 'Chinese' subjects and subject 

matter were also undertaken in the hope of identifying images of Chinese immigrants 

and their descendants as an unexceptional part of the Australian photographic record. 

Most photographs analysed for the project were located in public libraries, archives, 

historical societies and museums, as well as in monographs and in newspaper, magazine 

and journal articles. The majority had been isolated from their original contexts and no 

longer functioned as originally intended. Their new context nevertheless suggested new 

readings. 

 

The next task was to recover the historical and cultural contexts of the photographs over 

time and to ask why a photograph might have been taken and how it may have been 

used and how it functioned in the archive of Australian photography. The aim of this 
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second task was to construct a 'social biography' of each photographic object and of 

each photographic representation itself as it moved through different functions and 

physical forms over time. This involved determining who took the photograph, what 

was photographed, and where and when the photograph was created. Uncovering a 

photograph's purpose and function often involved the placement and relationship of 

photographs relative to each other, within a collection, album or published document, 

and deriving supplementary information from associated texts including photograph 

captions, titles in catalogues, annotations on prints and print mounts. Discrepancies 

between information provided in different captions triggered further investigation into 

the veracity of the textual information supplied. Directories of Australian photographers 

and books on the history of dress and fashion helped with dating and cross-checking 

information associated with photographs.
124

 A number of physical copies of particular 

photographic images were gathered to compare the contexts in which they appeared. 

Photographs were assessed and classified to determine how well they conformed to 

particular photographic genres, as described in the specialist literature and identified in 

the process of research. Secondary and other forms of primary sources were explored to 

understand the specific social and cultural contexts in which photographs were created 

and deployed, and to determine how particular photographs functioned within these 

contexts. 

 

In summary, research for this project has involved an extensive search for photographs 

with Chinese-Australian subject matter in Australian collections; an interrogation of the 

content of the photograph (who is in it, where it was taken and when it was taken), an 

examination of the motivation behind the creation of the photograph (who took it and 

why); an exploration of how the photograph and any copies of the photograph were 

utilised from the time of its creation through to the present day; research into the 

historical and cultural contexts in which a photograph was created and functioned; and 

checking and cross-referencing information associated with photographs in captions and 

catalogues with other written sources. 
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The Chinese-Australian Historical Images in Australia (CHIA) website, 

http://www.chia.chinesemuseum.com.au, with its associated off-line Microsoft Access 

database, was developed along with this project as a tool for storing information about 

photographs identified as Chinese Australian and to assist with the analysis of 

information related to photographs of Chinese-Australian subject matter. This resource 

was developed as part of an Australian Research Council industry collaboration grant 

that partially funded this thesis.
125

 The CHIA database made it possible to store 

individual photographs as part of the archival collection they belonged to, and to collate 

different versions of the same photographic image, while at the same time mapping a 

range of other relationships between photographs according to other characteristics such 

as their subject matter, authorship, utility and format.
126

 It was not designed as a 

substitute for the physical examination of the material photographic object nor to deny 

the significance of the original collection context for the meaning of a photograph. 

 

The CHIA project collated photographs taken of Chinese in Australia from the 1850s 

through to the 1950s within a single digital environment. As the project was supported 

by the Museum of Chinese Australian History, a non-profit community-run museum, 

the museum’s collection served as the primary data set. The collection includes 

Chinese-Australian family collections and copy-prints of photographs held in public 

collections. The museum collection was supplemented with links to images held in 

other online image databases, and with information about photographs in published 

sources and collections not available online. Not all data was published on the website; 

some was made available only for research purposes. Once the CHIA website was 

published, nevertheless, a number of private individuals gave permission for their 

family collections to be added to the website.  
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The primary target of this thesis was existing publicly-available photographs. New 

photographic sources were also identified during research. The resulting thesis draws on 

a large number of photographic collections held in the major state and territory 

government libraries and archive collections and on the image collections of Chinese-

Australian history museums and societies. These include the Museum of Chinese 

Australian History in Melbourne, Victoria; the Golden Dragon Museum in Bendigo, 

Victoria; the Northern Territory Chinese Museum in Darwin; and the Chung Wah 

Association in Perth, Western Australia. Images from a range of private family 

collections and local historical societies, including the Royal Historical Society of 

Victoria and Society of Australian Genealogists, were also examined. The specific 

collections examined are referenced as they appear throughout the thesis. Online 

catalogues and the National Library of Australia's PictureAustralia website were 

particularly useful for identifying Chinese-Australian photographs and for comparing 

these photographs with similar Australian photographs. The provenance of photographs 

published in more recent books, articles, and websites were used as a source for further 

photographic items and were analysed as examples of the roles served by particular 

photographs. Digital and card catalogues and research guides were used to locate 

photographs.
127

 As much of a photograph's meaning originates and emanates from its 

materiality which is lost in digital surrogates, in-person visits were also made to 

examine original photographic prints and negatives and to conduct random searches of 

collections.
128

 

 

Although time restrictions limited the extensive examination of church and business 

organisation collections, the photograph collections of the Sydney and Melbourne 

branches of the Chinese Nationalist Party and the Kong Chew Society in Melbourne 

were closely examined. An understanding of the photographs published in the Tung 

Wah News [Sydney, 1898-1902, Donghua bao, 東華新報] Tung Wah Times [Sydney, 

1902-1936, Donghua xinbao, 東華報], Chinese Australian Herald [Sydney, 1894-1923, 

Guangyi huabao, 廣益華報] and Chinese Times [Melbourne, 1901-1905, Aiguobao, 愛
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國報; Melbourne, 1906-1914, Jingdongxinbao, 警東新報; Melbourne, 1917, Pingbao, 

平報;Sydney, 1922-1954, Minbao, 民報] was obtained by using the online Tung Wah 

Newspaper Index and selective scanning.
129

 Mei-fen Kuo assisted with Chinese 

translations. Limited readings of early twentieth-century illustrated newspapers such as 

The Bulletin, The Leader, The Australasian, and Australian Town and Country Journal 

was undertaken. Newspaper indexes for the Bendigo Advertiser, The Bulletin, The 

Argus, Walkabout and the recently published National Library of Australian 

Newspapers Beta website were found to be particularly helpful.
130

 

 

The analytical integrity of a significant number of the photographs examined for this 

thesis had been compromised to such an extent that they could not be contextualised. In 

many cases copyprints, digital copies, or even photocopies were found to be the only 

extant versions of photographs. The 'messiness' of the extant photographic record is 

however an important part of the history of these photographs and should not be 

sanitised.
131

 Although with many images it proved difficult to extract reliable 

information about their origins, functions and meanings, to ignore them completely 

would have entailed overlooking important themes in the photographic representation of 

Chinese Australians. One of the aims of this study has been to provide a broad 

framework for analysing photographs taken with Chinese-Australian subject matter, 

from which further, closer, analysis may be carried out in due course. Where possible I 

have tried to make the complexity and weaknesses of the data sources transparent in the 

text or footnotes. 

 

This thesis uses a case study approach to explore photographs of Chinese and their 

descendants in Australia from the 1870s, a period when significant numbers of 

photographs of Chinese Australians survive, through to the 1940s, when photographic 

collections in public archives are less extensive. The opening two chapters introduce the 
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most common and widely-distributed kinds of photographs taken of Chinese-Australian 

subject matter within a particular time and place, the Northern Territory during its 

transition from colonial to federated Australia. The aim is to offer a broad overview of 

the photographic record of Chinese-Australian history, within the history of 

photography, and to show how they can be associated and identified with particular 

people, times and places.  

 

Chapter 1 explores how Chinese-Australian places were photographed through the 

genres of 'civic' and 'view photography' which dominated public photography in the 

nineteenth century. In particular it examines how the camera functioned as a tool of 

colonisation, and how Chinese Australians featured in that process. These photographs 

reveal tensions between the inclusion and celebration of Chinese-Australian 

contributions to nation-building and their simultaneous exclusion and silencing.  

 

Chapter 2 explores how Chinese-Australian people and events were photographed from 

the 1890s onwards within the photographic genres of souvenir news photography, 

family photography, organisational photography, and type photography. As 

photography came to be more widely adopted, a wider variety of photographs were 

taken of Chinese Australians. For the most part, Chinese were photographed in the same 

manner as many other Australians - as family members, friends, and work associates - 

even while they were recorded as visual souvenirs of life in the Northern Territory. In 

this chapter we see the blurring of distinctions between white and Chinese 

representations of Chinese Australians, and at the same time the emergence of 

photographic genres that isolated Chinese from other Australians in stereotypical ways. 

Once Chinese immigration was successfully controlled, and it was generally agreed that 

the Northern Territory should become part of White Australia, there was a measurable 

growth in the visual souveniring of 'traditional' Chinese culture in the Territory. The 

ways in which Chinese Australians were souvenired, visually, stereotyped them as 

working within a limited range of labour-intensive occupations, as culturally different 

and unchanging, and as technologically backward. Some photographs offer evidence as 

well of personal interactions between Chinese and other Australians, and highlight the 

significance of Chinese communities to everyday life in the urban centre of Darwin.  
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The following chapters explore particular genres of photography, some of which are 

introduced in the opening chapters but are here located in different geographical and 

temporal spaces. Chapter 3 contextualises the identification photographs used to control 

Chinese immigration in the late nineteenth and early twentieth century within the 

broader surveillance systems used to regulate Chinese immigration at interstate and 

international levels. These are compared with other forms of regulatory identification 

photography. Both the emancipatory and repressive functions of these photographs are 

noted. Here it is clear that long-term Chinese residents of Australia have played a key 

role in the history of identification photography for travel-related purposes in Australia.  

 

Chapter 4 explores how photographs created in the early twentieth century of very old 

and frail men, described as the 'last Chinaman', were used to support the imaginative 

construction of Australia's Chinese history, particularly within local rural histories in 

southern Australia, as the story of a disappearing people. 

 

The following chapters show how Chinese Australians represented themselves in 

photographs. Chapter 5 highlights the work of Chinese-Australian commercial 

photographers. An examination of their lives and work suggests that it is their 

ordinariness, rather than their Chinese ancestry, that is their most distinctive 

characteristic.  

 

Chapter 6 explores the genre of family photography through the examination of 

wedding photography and, in particular, the emergence of white-wedding photographs 

within Chinese-Australian family collections. By locating these photographs within 

larger global movements in wedding photography it is argued that Chinese Australians 

were modernising and, alongside other Australians, contributing to the global 

phenomenon of the publicly celebrated white wedding in which photography played an 

integral part.  

 

The final chapter, Chapter 7, traces the public and private photographs of one Chinese-

Australian community leader, New South Wales entrepreneur Quong Tart (1850-1903), 

whose visual image has continued to resonate in the public imagination to the present 

day. Quong Tart posed for photographs in ways that accentuated his Chinese ancestry in 
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a particular way in order to portray himself as a successful, modern, gentleman and a 

proud member of the British Empire. The endurance of this photographic profile over 

time is as well explained by the way he artfully mobilised photography during his 

lifetime to create a modern public persona, as it is by his social significance as a 

Chinese-Australian leader and mediator between Chinese and English-speaking 

Australia in the late nineteenth century. 

 

If this study helps to broaden our understanding of the ways in which Chinese in 

Australia were photographed and chose to represent themselves through photography, 

over time, it will have met its primary objective of embedding these photographs in 

everyday Australian life across the shifting genres of Australian photography. 
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1. Civic and View Photography 

The two memoirs of former customs officer, Alfred Searcy, published in 1905 and 

1907, recall his time in the Northern Territory between 1882 and 1896 when the 

Chinese population was between three to six times larger than the European one, and 

between sixty and eighty percent of stores were Chinese owned. Despite the dominance 

of Chinese in the social and economic landscape of the Northern Territory only three 

photographs with Chinese-Australian subject matter were used to illustrate the memoirs 

- a Chinese woodcarter in In Northern Seas and a scene of a Chinese fishing station and 

a view of a Chinese market garden in In Australian Tropics.
1
 In contrast a much larger 

and more diverse range of historic photographs have been used in recent illustrated 

histories of Chinese in the Northern Territory, a good example of this being Sweet and 

Sour: Experiences of Chinese Families in the Northern Territory published in 1997 by 

the Museum and Art Gallery of Northern Australia.
2
 The differences between the 

illustrations used in Searcy's memoirs and Sweet and Sour can partly be explained by 

the arguments made in the introduction about how the kinds of history written shape the 

photographs used as illustrations in them. Searcy's memoirs were written as a personal 

account of the white colonisation of the Northern Territory that included the Chinese 

contribution as a minor theme, while Sweet and Sour focuses on the Chinese 

contribution to that colonisation and this is reflected in the many illustrations with 

Chinese-Australian subject matter chosen.  

 

Another significant factor that shaped the kinds of photographs used in these 

publications was also the nature and accessibility of extant photographs from which 

illustrations might be selected. Searcy only had access to nineteenth and very early 
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twentieth-century photographs, and then, only those publicly available or which he was 

able to obtain through personal networks. This is significant because outside personal 

studio portraiture, few other kinds of photographs were taken in the Northern Territory 

in the nineteenth century. In contrast, the Sweet and Sour authors had access to the 

much larger and diverse range of photographs that were taken in the twentieth century, 

when photography was more widely used. They also had access to private photographic 

collections and government archives that were not necessarily available to Searcy. In 

order to 'read' and understand the photographs in both these publications it is necessary 

to have a fuller understanding of the nature of the photographic record from which 

illustrations could be selected. As this chapter will show, the fact that while two out of 

three of Searcy's published illustrations depict places rather than people, this is more a 

reflection of the nature of public photography at this time, which was dominated by 

civic and view photography, rather than the exclusion of Chinese from white accounts 

of the Northern Territory's colonisation. 

 

The first two chapters of this thesis shows how particular kinds of photographs, created 

and used for particular purposes in the Northern Territory in the nineteenth and early 

twentieth centuries, circulated unevenly through public, local and private spaces. The 

majority of these photographs were taken in Darwin. These chapters demonstrate how 

these representations changed over time and the importance the 'Chinese' element of the 

subject matter had on its creation and function. Photographs of Chinese-Australian 

places, activities and people are recontextualised within the popular genres of 

photography in the Northern Territory in which they were created and used over time - 

civic and view photography, souvenir news photography, racial and employment type 

photography and private and organisational photographic portraiture. These 

contextualised descriptions of the Chinese-Australian photographic archive reveal how 

Chinese-Australians were both included and excluded in how the colonisation of the 

Northern Territory was documented; how they were an integral part of life in the 

Northern Territory, and yet marginalised as something different; and finally, how the 

interactions, relationships and representations between white and Chinese Australians 

captured in photographs varied according to the private, community and national spaces 

in which these photographs circulated. 
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This chapter explores how Chinese-Australian places were photographed within the two 

genres of photography that dominated public photography in the nineteenth century and 

continue to have significance in public photography today - 'civic' and 'view' 

photography. Photographs of Cavenagh Street, temples and market gardens were the 

most common kinds of photographs with Chinese-Australian subject matter created for 

commercial and private use as souvenirs of the Northern Territory. They were also used 

by governments seeking to document the progress of colonisation and promote the 

potential of the Northern Territory for further economic development. These civic and 

view photographs are contrasted with other kinds of less commonly created photographs 

of Chinese-Australian places as part of government activities in Darwin, as illustrations 

in published accounts and as private snapshot photographs. This reveals differences in 

the circulation of photographs of Chinese Australian places in various public and 

private spaces over time. 

 

The most common and arguably widely-distributed photographs taken in the nineteenth 

and early twentieth century, aside from personal portraiture, were civic and view 

photographs. This style of photography emerged in Australia from the 1860s and 

dominated public photography worldwide in the second half of the nineteenth century.
3
 

Civic photographs were images of the major sites of a city or town and were created as 

a visual record of a city's or town's progress. This progress was recorded visually 

through its built environment, particularly its civic buildings. View photography 

complemented civic photography by documenting the natural environment, including 

agricultural and other economic activity, in a way which was aesthetically pleasing. The 

focus of both civic and view photography was on the buildings and streets or the scenic 

view rather than the people associated with those places.  

 

Civic views promoted cities and towns as products and sources of wealth, offered proof 

that civilisation was flourishing and documented the progress of colonisation.
4
 The idea 

of progress was one of the key ways in which people of the Victorian age, and beyond, 

sought to understand and rationalise the rapid social, economic and technological 

                                                 

3
 Anne-Marie Willis, Picturing Australia: A History of Photography, Sydney, NSW, Angus and 

Robertson Publishers, 1988, pp.57-58. 
4
 Willis, Picturing Australia, p.58. 
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changes their society was undergoing.
5
 Key markers of that progress that could be 

photographed included improved public infrastructure, transport, industry and 

agriculture. Many believed during the Victorian era that it was possible to collect, 

document and classify the world and photography was one of the tools used to do this. 

The photographic prints that resulted were then collected and compared with those of 

other countries and cities as part of classifying and understanding the place of what was 

viewed as the ongoing progress of civilisation. The idea of progress was intimately 

entwined with colonisation, and colonists around the world used photography to record 

visually the progress of their colonisation for posterity.
6
  

 

Civic and view photographs were created by commercial photographers, amateur 

photographers, and collected as mementos by those who visited these places and by 

others as a way of 'arm-chair' travelling.
7
 Civic and view photographs were generally 

collected and compiled into private albums or sent to friends or family for their private 

collections. From the early twentieth century they were produced as postcards. 

Privately-created versions of these photographs might also occasionally include a 

human subject as part of demonstrating that a traveller had visited the place. In the 

Northern Territory these kinds of photographs were predominantly found in the 

collections of white Australians, immigrants and visitors to the Northern Territory. Only 

a few examples were found in Chinese-Australian collections and these were only of 

Cavenagh streetscapes.
8
 Furthermore the photographs of temples and gardens in the 

Chinese-Australian collections examined tended to be used as settings for photographs 

of family members and friends rather than being created as civic or view photographs. 

                                                 

5
 Peter J. Bowler, The Invention of Progress: The Victorians and the Past, Oxford, B. Blackwell, 1989. 

Sidney Pollard, The Idea of Progress: History and Society, London, Watts, 1968, chapter 3. 
6
 See for example: Morris Low, 'The Japanese colonial eye: Science, exploration and empire', in 

Christopher Pinney and Nicolas Peterson (eds.), Photography's Other Histories, Durham, Duke 

University Press, 2003, 100-118. James R. Ryan, Picturing Empire: Photography and the Visualisation of 

the British Empire, Chicago, University of Chicago Press, 1997. Wolfram Hartmann, Jeremy Silvester 

and Patricia Hayes (eds.), The Colonising Camera: Photographs in the Making of Namibian History, 

Cape Town, University of Cape Town Press, 1998. Eleanor M. Hight and Gary D. Sampson (eds.), 

Colonialist Photography: Imag(in)ing Race and Place, London, vol. 9, Documenting the Image, London, 

Routledge, 2002. Paul Landau and Deborah Kaspin (eds.), Images and Empires: Visuality in Colonial 

and Postcolonial Africa, Berkeley, University of California Press, 2002. Christopher Pinney and Nicolas 

Peterson (eds.), Photography's Other Histories, Durham, Duke University Press, 2003. 
7

 Joan M. Schwartz, 'The Geography lesson: Photographs and the construction of imaginative 

geographies', Journal of Historical Geography, vol. 22, no. 1 (1996), pp.33-34. 
8
 For example the Cavenagh streetscapes in the collections of Ivor Lee, Fred Chin and Roy Chong. 

Northern Territory Chinese Museum: Ivor Lee collection, 1997.53.1 and 1997.53.2; Fred Chin collection, 

1997.6.7; Roy Chong collection, 1997.9.22 and 1997.9.24.  
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Typical late nineteenth and early twentieth-century photograph albums of the Northern 

Territory often followed a familiar pattern, although there were variations around this 

pattern.
9
 Albums often began with views taken on the boat trip to Darwin, these were 

followed by civic views of Darwin, including major public buildings such as 

Government House, hotels and the post office, views of the botanical gardens and views 

of main streets. Albums were then finished off with photographs taken in other parts of 

the Northern Territory which might be organised according to the trips taken or 

sometimes by subject matter, with, for instance, photographs of Chinese or Aboriginal 

subject matter grouped together. In the later nineteenth century, and into the twentieth-

century portraits and photographs of events of various kinds might also be interspersed 

throughout the album.  

 

In the late nineteenth century, civic photographs were also displayed by governments in 

grand international exhibitions. These exhibitions were held in cities around the world 

and were perhaps the most ostentatious expression of the Victorian passion for 

collecting and cataloguing physical objects as a way of understanding the world.
10 

Exhibitions were seen as important educational and scientific forums but were also 

grand spectacles in which countries, colonies and empires could showcase and boast 

about their economic, industrial and natural resources. Civic and view photography was 

a way of appropriating the physical parts of the world, a 'souveniring of "the real"', so 

that buildings, streetscapes and landscapes could be exhibited.
11

  

 

Streetscapes of Cavenagh St, Darwin's Chinatown, were commonly created as part of 

the civic photographs created of Darwin and along with other civic photographs of 

Darwin was a place of which the community could be proud. At least thirty unique 

examples have been identified of photographic streetscapes taken of Cavenagh Street, or 

Bennett Street where it crosses Cavenagh Street, between the 1880s-1940s.
12

  

 

                                                 

9
 Willis, Picturing Australia, p.58. 

10
 Graeme Davison, 'Festivals of nationhood: The international exhibitions', in S.L. Goldberg and F.B. 

Smith (eds.), Australian Cultural History, Cambridge, Cambridge University Press, 1988, 158-175. 
11

 Willis, Picturing Australia, p.31. 
12

 For other examples: 'Darwin's Chinatown - Cavenagh Street area (Northern Territory), CHIA website, 

http://www.chia.chinesemuseum.com.au/biogs/CH00522b.htm, accessed 8 May 2008. 
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Some of the earliest civic views of Darwin, created by amateur photographer Paul 

Foelsche, show Cavenagh Street as a part of the recording of the settlement of Darwin 

for both private and government use.
13

 Foelsche was a German immigrant who came to 

Australia in 1856 and arrived in Darwin in late 1869 as the first sub-Inspector of police 

just after Darwin was surveyed.
14

 He was active as a photographer from soon after his 

arrival until around 1901.
15

 A short time after he came to Darwin, he was commissioned 

by the South Australian government to create photographs that documented the early 

settlement of Darwin and the Northern Territory. His civic and view photographs and 

also his anthropological photographs of Indigenous people were displayed at 

international exhibitions held in the 1870s and 1880s.
16

 His photographs were also used 

by others as personal souvenirs, even though, according to historians Tim Smith and 

Philip Jones, he never worked commercially.
17

 At least one nineteenth-century album 

containing some of Foelsche's civic photographs (but not the early Chinatown images) 

appears to have been presented by Foelsche to Inspector Nicholas Joseph Waters, 

perhaps on his retirement or departure from the Territory. 

 

                                                 

13
 Some slightly earlier views of Darwin were taken by Captain S.W. Sweet and sold in Adelaide. Jack 

Cato, The Story of the Camera in Australia, [Melbourne?, Vic], Institute of Australian Photography, 

1977, p.110. 
14

 Philip Jones, The Policeman's Eye: The Frontier Photography of Paul Foelsche, Adelaide, SA, South 

Australian Museum, 2005, p.13. Cato, The Story of the Camera in Australia, p.110. R.J. Noye, 'Foelsche, 

Paul Heinrich Matthias (1831 - 1914)', Australian Dictionary of Biography, Melbourne, Vic, MUP, 1972, 

192-193. Sandy Barrie, Australians Behind the Camera: Directory of Early Australian Photographers, 

1841-1945, Booval, Qld, Sandy Barrie, 2002, p.69. Alan Davies, Peter Stanbury and Con Tanre, The 

Mechanical Eye in Australia: Photography 1841-1900, Melbourne, Vic, OUP, 1985, p.162. 
15

 Foelsche retired from the police force in 1904 and spent the last two years of his life in severe pain and 

confined to a wheelchair. Alan Davies dates his final photography as occurring in the 1890s and Sandy 

Barrie as 1901. Jones, The Policeman's Eye, p.13. Cato, The Story of the Camera in Australia, p.110. 

Noye, 'Foelsche, Paul Heinrich Matthias (1831 - 1914)'. Barrie, Australians Behind the Camera, p.69. 

Davies, Stanbury and Tanre, The Mechanical Eye in Australia, p.162. 
16

 Davies, Stanbury and Tanre, The Mechanical Eye in Australia, pp.72-73. Jones, The Policeman's Eye, 

pp.13, 15. North Australian, 20 October 1888 as quoted in Val Dixon, Looking Back: The Northern 

Territory in 1888, Darwin, NT, Historical Society of the Northern Territory, 1988, p.10. 
17

 An annotation on the back of a copy print of one of Foelsche's photographs indicates it was part of 

F399 at the National Archives of Australia which was subsequently transferred to the Northern Territory 

Archives Service. It read: 'Photograph Album of views of Northern Territory presented to Inspector 

Nicholas Joseph Waters, 1870-1888'. The album was rebound around 1959 and there is now no written 

reference on the original album. Other examples of Foelsche's work are found scattered amongst other 

collections but their provenance is uncertain. For example, one of the Kilgour family albums appears to 

be a copy of Foelsche photographs originally held by Mrs Foelsche and perhaps a missing part from F399 

discussed above. Tim Smith's forthcoming PhD thesis on Foelsche will hopefully unravel some of this 

confusion. NTAS: NTRS 3165 and NTRS 234, CP887. NAA: F399, 1. Timothy Smith, The Policeman's 

Eye: The Photography of Paul Foelsche, PhD, Centre For Health And Society, University of Melbourne 

(in progress). 



43 

Around 1879, he took a number of photographs of Darwin streets and dwellings, as part 

of documenting the town's development. This included photographs of a Chinese-

occupied section of Darwin, probably the Cavenagh Street area.
18

 These images of the 

Chinese-occupied section of Darwin show ramshackle slab huts and dirt roads 

[Image 1]. These huts were similar to other buildings constructed in other parts of 

Darwin. From the 1870s onwards Government officials appear to have constructed very 

solid-looking buildings fairly quickly, but most commercial buildings in Darwin even in 

1888 were still constructed of timber and iron.
19

 His success documenting Darwin's 

development is illustrated by Mrs Dominic Daly, an early resident of the Northern 

Territory, who noted in her published memoirs in 1887 that Foelsche's early 

photographs 'refreshed my memory of the country' and 'showed more conclusively than 

any words of mine can, what the progress of the Territory has been'.
20

 

 

The physical and social landscape of the street may have changed dramatically over 

time, but the way the street was photographed remained consistent [Image 2]. From the 

1880s it became standard to photograph Cavenagh Street looking directly down the 

centre of the road, generally from just north of Bennett Street, facing back south toward 

an overhanging banyan tree, the Esplanade and the harbour [Image 3].
21

  

 

A collection of photograph albums belonging to Charles Wilson, who worked for the 

Darwin Post Office on a three-year posting from around 1928 to 1930, offers a typical 

example of civic views of Darwin's Chinatown and how they were used and understood 

in private collections. His collection contains two Cavenagh streetscapes, each in a 

different album. Based on the content of the photographs in these albums, they seem to 

have been compiled at different times which suggests an interest in recording the 

                                                 

18
 Early photographs believed to show Darwin's Chinatown: SLSA Pictorial collection: Darwin collection, 

B10120; B10097 and B10098 [D002368, D002366, D002367]. These photographs seem to be part of a 

set taken at the same time. It is not known when current captions to photographs which describe them as 

'Chinese shanties' were added to the photographs in the SLSA. B10098 [D002367] is identified as a 

Foelsche photograph in the R.J. Noye collection of Foelsche's glass negatives at the Art Gallery of South 

Australia.  
19

 Jenny Rich, 'Port Darwin Mercantile and Agency Company and other Palmerston businesses in 1888', 

in Val Dixon (ed.), Looking Back: The Northern Territory in 1888, Darwin, NT, Historical Society of the 

Northern Territory, 1988, p.11. 
20

 Mrs Dominic D Daly, Digging, Squatting, and Pioneering Life in the Northern Territory of South 

Australia, Perth, WA, Hesperian Press, 1984 (facsimile edn, first edn c1887), p.310. 
21

 Note that there are errors in some of the captions of photographs in catalogues about the direction in 

which they were taken. 
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development of Darwin over time.
22

 Both streetscapes are placed in the albums amongst 

photographs of other major streets and buildings of Darwin of a similar visual style 

[Image 4].  

 

The placement of these Cavenagh streetscapes helps to identify them as civic 

photographs and reinforces the idea that Cavenagh Street was part of Darwin's civic 

achievements and something of which to be proud. The success of the Chinese 

businesses in Cavenagh Street was an important reason why the street was viewed as a 

main street. Man Fong Lau's, a substantial two-storey building, often featured in 

Cavenagh streetscapes and was also photographed as a significant building in its own 

right, in the same way that banks and other important civic buildings were 

photographed.
23

 This section of Cavenagh Street was being represented in these 

photographs as an important mercantile street in Darwin. 

 

As well as being photographed as one of the main streets of Darwin, Cavenagh Street 

was also photographed because it was dominated by 'Chinese' businesses and residences 

- in other words as a 'Chinatown'. In both of Charles Wilson's albums the caption on the 

printed photograph reads 'Cavenagh Street, Darwin' but on the album page, Charles 

Wilson, or whoever captioned the prints, has also taken the trouble to label them 

'Chinatown' [Image 4]. Cavenagh streetscapes were regularly described in captions as a 

'Chinatown'. It was important to those creating and using these photographs that this 

photographic streetscape was also understood as Darwin's Chinatown.  

 

Captions were needed to do this because without them there were few visual features 

that made the street look distinctively 'Chinese'. The buildings did not have any 

obviously Chinese design features
24

 and Chinese business signs, generally written in 

English text, are only legible in a few photographs. An exception is the large business 

sign on Man Fong Lau's second-storey verandah which is visible in some photographs.
25

 

                                                 

22
 NTAS: NTRS 3336, album 1, page 1 and album 3, page 5 [D002988 and D000059]. 

23
 For example: NTL: F.R. Morris collection (PH0352) and M. Goodale collection (PH0345). 

24
 A 1993 heritage study of extant buildings in Darwin describes Chinese-occupied buildings as typical of 

Darwin and does not associate any particularly Chinese architectural features to them. Adrian Welke and 

Helen Wilson, Darwin Central Area - Heritage Study, unpublished report, NT, National Trust of Australia 

(NT), Conservation Commission of Northern Territory, Darwin, c1993. 
25

 For some examples see 'Man Fong Lau', CHIA website, http://www.chia.chinesemuseum.com.au/ 

biogs/CH01023b.htm, accessed 8 April 2009. 
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Image 3 - Map of Central Darwin showing Chinese-occupied buildings mentioned in 1939 Rates 

Assessment Notice.

(Adapted by author from the cover map on Adrian Welke and Helen Wilson, Darwin Central Area 

- Heritage Study, unpublished report, Northern Territory, National Trust of Australia (NT), 

Conservation Commission of Northern Territory, Darwin, c1993 with data added from NTAS: 

NTRS 1563. North arrow by Jayzdna on Cadyou)



  



Image 4 - Page 2 of Charles Wilson's first album of photographs of the Northern Territory shows 

Cavenagh Street as one of the civic sites of Darwin, c1928-1930, taken by an unknown 

photographer.

(NTAS, Charles Wilson, NTRS 854, Album 1 page 2 [D002988])

http://www.chia.chinesemuseum.com.au/objects/D002988.htm
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The absence of 'Chinese' features is particularly well illustrated by a photograph held by 

the State Library of South Australia titled 'A main street of a settlement, probably 

Darwin'. The prominent banyan tree that hangs over the street suggests the photograph 

shows Cavenagh Street in Darwin, and the Chinese occupation of the street is only 

revealed in a high-resolution copy of the photograph in which an English-language shop 

sign that reads 'Goa Chong Loong, tailoring business' is legible.
26

 On occasion a 

recognisably Chinese figure was photographed, but most photographs excluded people, 

maintaining the conventions of civic photography. For example one photograph, 

probably created around 1915, shows a man carrying goods in baskets on a shoulder 

pole [Image 5].
27

 

 

In general it seems to have been unimportant for the street to look 'Chinese' or conform 

to the stereotypical views of Chinatowns as slums or sites of immorality, in order for it 

to be understood as Chinese or to be useful as a representation of a Chinatown. The 

result was that Darwin's Chinatown was popularly souvenired in private collections as a 

respectable mercantile street and part of the civic photography of Darwin. 

 

At the same time as celebrating the Chinese contribution to the Northern Territory's 

colonisation, the visual construction of Cavenagh Street as Darwin's Chinatown also 

imaginatively separated Chinese Australians from white Australians by confining them 

to a particular geographic area of Darwin. Throughout the period under study visitors 

and residents of Darwin viewed the town as divided by class and race but these 

divisions were not as rigid as people imagined them to be. Class divisions were apparent 

in Darwin society between the 'officers' and their families and the 'men' and their 

families from as early as 1870 when Darwin was first settled.
28

 In the early 1910s Elsie 

                                                 

26
 Goa Chong Loong is described in a Northern Territory newspaper advertisement as located on the 

Esplanade near the temple and appears to have been located at the point where the Esplanade turned into 

Cavenagh Street. The photograph seems to have been taken from the pier end of Cavenagh Street looking 

towards Bennett Street, the opposite direction to the way most other photographs of Cavenagh Street were 

taken. SLSA: Searcy collection, PRG 280/1/420 [D003078]. Rich, 'Port Darwin Mercantile and Agency 

Company and other Palmerston businesses in 1888', p.15. 
27

 Prints of this particular photographs are held in a number of collections. NAA: A1200, L27104; NTL: 

PH0107/0226; Northern Territory Chinese Museum: Ivor Lee collection, 1997.53.1; SLV: Charles 

Kirkbride collection of photographs, H27744, contact prints page 75, number 22. 
28

 Kathy De La Rue, The Evolution of Darwin, 1869-1911: A History of the Northern Territory's Capital 

City During the Years of South Australian Administration, Darwin, NT, Charles Darwin University Press, 

2004, p.27. 
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Masson, who worked for a year as governess to the Government Resident in Darwin 

and later published her experiences and observations, observed that:  

 

Life in Darwin is made up of many little worlds, each continuing in its 

own way, impinging on, but never mingling with the others. There is the 

life of the white officialdom, the Eastern life of Chinatown, the life of the 

pearling fleets and, under all, the life of the native camps.
29

 

 

In an oral history recorded with Charles Wilson about his life in Darwin in the late 

1920s, Wilson discusses the divisions according to race and class within Darwin's 

football teams.
30

 Alec Fong Lim similarly remembers that his father's purchase of a 

shop in Smith Street in 1938 was considered a brave move as it was considered to be 

located in the white part of Darwin.
31

 The family was nevertheless successful in this 

location.  

 

By the early twentieth century, these social divisions within Darwin social life were 

applied to how people understood different geographic spaces in Darwin. The 

separation of communities into particular places was strengthened by government 

legislation which aimed to racially segregate Asian and Aboriginal people.
32

 Smith and 

Mitchell Streets were known as the 'white' streets.
33

 According to Darwin resident Alec 

Fong Lim: 'The Anglo-Saxons were in Smith and Mitchell Streets, and the Esplanade, 

Chinatown was Cavenagh Street, the Aborigines [were] at the [Kahlin] Compound and 

the majority of the coloureds at the police paddock; the area now known as Stuart 

Park'.
34

 The Government Residency (then Government House) was on The Esplanade. 

Elite government officials initially lived on The Esplanade before moving in the 1930s 

to Myilly Point, located just out of central Darwin. Cavenagh Street was understood as 

'Chinatown'. Ernest Fong remembered that prior to World War II Chinatown stretched 

along both sides of Cavenagh Street from the Esplanade to what is now known as 

                                                 

29
 Elsie R. Masson, An Untamed Territory: The Northern Territory of Australia, London, Macmillan, 

1915, p.51.  
30

 NTAS: NTRS 226, Charles Wilson oral history. 
31

 Alan Powell, Far Country: A Short History of the Northern Territory, Melbourne, Vic, MUP, 2000 

(first published 1982), pp.172-173. 
32

 Julia Martinez, 'Ethnic policy and practice in Darwin', in Regina Ganter (ed.), Mixed Relations: Asian-

Aboriginal Contact in North Australia, Perth, WA, UWAP, 2006, p.123. 
33

 Giese, Beyond Chinatown, p.3. 
34

 Powell, Far Country, pp.172-173.  



Im
ag

e 
5 
- 

C
av

en
ag

h
 s

tr
ee

ts
ca

p
e 

w
it

h
 m

an
 u

si
n

g 
sh

ou
ld

er
 p

ol
es

, c
19

12
-1

91
5,

 p
ro

b
ab

ly
 t

ak
en

 b
y 

Ja
m

es
 P

in
k

er
to

n
 C

am
p

b
el

l d
u

ri
n

g 
a 

vi
si

t 
of

 a
 F

ed
er

al
 P

ar
li

am
en

ta
ry

 p
ar

ty
 

to
 t

h
e 

N
or

th
er

n
 T

er
ri

to
ry

.

(N
A

A
: 

A
12

00
, L

27
10

4 
[D

00
30

74
])

http://www.chia.chinesemuseum.com.au/objects/D003074.htm


   



47 

Edmond Street and also extended along Bennett and Knuckey Streets from Cavenagh 

Street to what is now called Austin Lane.
35

 

 

Despite the certainty with which claims of segregation were made there were 

disagreements about who occupied particular spaces within these broad socially-

constructed divisions and shifts in the nature of these spaces over time. Laurence 

Donnison's 1915 streetscape photograph, captioned 'European End of Cavenagh St, 

Darwin, NT', shows the same section of Cavenagh Street (near where it crosses Bennett 

Street) as is shown in Charles Wilson's 'Chinatown' photographs that were compiled 

between 1928 and 1930.
36

 According to historian Julia Martinez, before it was known as 

'Chinatown', Cavenagh Street also contained a 'Malay Town'.
37

 The limited information 

available in published street directories also indicates that Chinese residences and 

businesses spread beyond Cavenagh Street [Image 3].
38

  

 

Street directories in 1886 and 1887 show that the vast majority of Chinese-occupied 

buildings were in Cavenagh Street but not to the exclusion of other businesses and there 

were also one or two Chinese-occupied buildings located in Smith Street. It seems that 

Chinese occupied an area of tenements at the jetty end of Cavenagh Street that extended 

down the street to the more substantial buildings and businesses towards the Bennett 

Street corner as far as Knuckey Street in 1887, and further north to Daly Street by 1939. 

A 1939 rates assessment also shows a few Chinese-occupied buildings in the McMinn 
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 Charles See-Kee, Chinese Contribution to Early Darwin, Darwin, NT, Northern Territory Library, 

1987, p.4. 
36

 SLNSW: Papers of E.D.W.S. Donnison, with photographs and newscuttings connected with her son 

Laurence Donnison, ML MSS 890/3, 175 [D003688]. NTAS: NTRS 3336, album 1, page 1 and album 3, 
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played for the Vestey's team. 
37

 Julia Martinez, 'The 'Malay' community in pre-war Darwin', in Penny Edwards and Yuanfeng Shen 

(eds.), Lost in the Whitewash: Aboriginal-Asian Encounters in Australia, 1901-2001, Canberra, ACT, 

Humanities Research Centre, 2003, p.48. 
38
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understanding of the precise location of Chinese businesses and residences in Darwin. Street addresses for 

businesses are only provided in the 1886 and 1887 issues of the Northern Territory Times Almanac and 
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area c1939. Other rate records for Darwin have not been located. An examination of land records 

searchable by lot number and held in Darwin might provide further information. Knut Dahl, In Savage 

Australia: An Account of a Hunting and Collecting Expedition to Arnhem Land and Dampier Land, 

London, P. Allan & Co Ltd, 1926. NTAS: NTRS 1563. 
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Street-Brooking Terrace area [Image 3].
39

 This area, also referred to as 'Frog Hollow', 

was northeast of McMinn Street, near 'Police Paddock', on the outskirts of Darwin.
40

 

The 'Frog Hollow' and 'Police Paddock' areas were both remembered as being more 

ethnically diverse in nature than the rest of Darwin and were also home to the 'working 

man', the poor and the destitute.
41

 According to Martinez, Government Resident Dr 

John Gilruth, encouraged Malay settlement there by giving them land. There is little 

information, either in written or photographic sources, about these other parts of Darwin 

where Chinese lived but it seems they were more residential than commercial. 

 

The absence of photographs of these other geographic spaces contributes to the 

imaginative containment of Chinese Territorians and their activities to a small section of 

Darwin which, by being labelled 'Chinatown', was constructed as different from the rest 

of Darwin, which was viewed as the norm and was by assumption 'white'. It also kept 

the different ethnic groups imaginatively separated and contained. Only two 

photographs described as taken of Frog's Hollow in the 1940s have been found. One 

photograph shows two white servicemen in a corrugated iron hut which was part of the 

pre-war camp at Frog Hollow, and the other shows a view of the area with makeshift 

buildings made of corrugated iron.
42

 The other photograph of Police Paddock taken in 

the 1930s shows two members of the Cubillo family (a Larrakia family) in their 

backyard there.
43

 Each of these photographs appear to be snapshots from private family 

collections. 

 

Other kinds of photographs of Chinese-Australian places in Darwin were also created as 

part of government works and to illustrate publications but they were not as common as 

Cavenagh streetscapes circulating in private photographic collections at the same time. 

These photographs were not as common as Cavenagh streetscapes but some of them had 

a wide distribution. In 1912 and 1913 a sizable collection of photographs of Chinese-
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occupied buildings were created by Dr Mervyn Holmes to assist him in documenting 

the housing and sanitation conditions in Darwin. Holmes was appointed Chief Health 

Officer soon after the transfer of the Northern Territory from South Australian to 

Federal government control in late 1911.
44

 One of his first projects was to assess and 

then to remedy the dangers posed to health by poor building practices.
45

 While Chinese-

Australian dwellings were a particular focus of Holmes' project, his efforts covered the 

whole of Darwin, including, to the irritation of its editors, the offices of the Northern 

Territory Times and Gazette which were also found to need improvement.
46

  

 

City improvement schemes such as these had been undertaken in cities around the world 

from the last quarter of the nineteenth century and in Darwin from as early as the 

1880s.
47

 Chinese-occupied properties were demolished in 1885 as part of a government 

improvement scheme, the Northern Territory Times and Gazette reported on an early 

government clean up of Chinatown on 22 September 1888 and Dr William Ramsay-

Smith also conducted a survey of Darwin's Chinatown in 1906.
48

 These schemes had 
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 The transfer occurred over a number of years. In 1907 the South Australian government passed the 
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their origins in the theories of nineteenth-century British slum reformers that linked 

poverty, overcrowding and poor ventilation to criminality and disease.
49

  

 

In this instance Holmes used photographs with captions to provide evidence that 

demolition and repair orders were needed and then, after works were completed, to 

demonstrate the successful implementation of his improvements.
50

 External 

photographs of these buildings were taken, sometimes with health officers or their 

occupants acting as a scale to indicate the size of the buildings [Image 6]. Detailed 

captions direct the viewer to particular features in the photographs and the meanings 

that were to be read from them. These captions noted the kinds of building materials 

used, lack of drainage, jars used as urinals and other waste disposal methods, the low 

height of dwellings and aspects of buildings that were believed to be structurally 

unsound. Helen Grace has also noted the significance of photograph captions and 

supporting textual information in these kinds of government reports observing that 

without captions or accompanying text these bureaucratic photographs are 'barely 

figurative, almost abstract' and that the 'photograph's speech, in such a context, is a 

highly garbled one, or else it is mute, saying nothing, refusing to speak unless forced to 

do so'.
51

 

 

Holmes' photographs were taken to illustrate health reports that were sent to the Federal 

government, then based in Melbourne, and so their distribution was largely limited to 

the government bureaucrats who were associated with the report's creation and the few 

who read it. A couple of the photographs taken as part of Holmes' work nevertheless 

also found their way into different contexts and so were more widely distributed. One 

became part of the private family collection of Mrs Jean Austin, daughter of Dr John 

Anderson Gilruth who was Government Resident of the Northern Territory between 
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Image 6 - Photograph of a Chinese dwelling in Darwin, probably taken by Dr Mervyn John Holmes 

(1884-1965) with caption from one of Dr Mervyn Holmes' reports, c1914.

(NAA: A3, NT1914/4383 [D003838])

http://www.chia.chinesemuseum.com.au/objects/D003838.htm
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1912 and 1919 and who was a university associate of Holmes.
52

 Another print, 'Side 

lane of Cavenagh Street', was used by Elsie Masson as an illustration in her memoir, An 

Untamed Territory, published in 1915. In this later work it was captioned 'CHIN QUE 

AVENUE, CHINATOWN, DARWIN' [Image 7].
53

  

 

Elsie Masson's book heavily promoted the Territory as a place for further white 

settlement, both male and, more controversially at the time, female settlement. She went 

to Darwin when she was twenty-two years old in 1912 for about a year to work as an 

governess to the children of Government Administrator Dr John Anderson Gilruth. 

After her stay in the Northern Territory, she returned to Melbourne where she wrote a 

series of newspaper articles about her experiences before publishing An Untamed 

Territory. The Northern Territory was transferred to Commonwealth government 

control at this time and the new government was determined to eliminate what was 

perceived as a dependence on 'coloured', particularly Asiatic labour as part of 

Australia's move toward a 'White Australia'.
54

 Masson shared Dr Gilruth's ambitions for 

the Northern Territory. For Masson, Cavenagh Street was a 'street of dilapidated houses' 

and the Chinese Territorians a fast disappearing exoticism and harmful influence on the 

Indigenous population. In this second attitude she was perhaps also inspired by the 

views of Sir Baldwin Spencer who was a university friend of both Gilruth and her 

father.
55

 She was not an anthropologist, but she mixed in these circles and eventually 

married prominent anthropologist Bronislaw Malinowski, whom she met through 

Spencer.
56

  

 

The photograph Masson chose to represent Cavenagh Street shows a narrow alleyway, 

almost closed at the far end, made from a range of building materials in varying states 
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of disrepair. Its title is taken from a sign painted on a fence rather than an actual street 

name. It adheres to an urban 'picturesque' sensibility and to the kind of romanticised 

visual tropes that were used in drawings and paintings to represent poor urban areas, 

including Chinatowns, in other parts of Australia and the world since the late nineteenth 

century.
57

 The concept of 'picturesque', or a subject worthy of a picture, is more closely 

tied to landscapes and will be discussed in more detail later in the chapter, but as noted 

by Malcolm Andrew, 'picturesque' was also applied to urban scenery and particularly to 

dilapidated settings which demonstrated a variety of closely-packed building materials 

and 'impoverished and marginalised' people.
58

 He notes that while rural poverty could 

be appreciated within the picturesque as remnants of a pre-industrial world, that it was 

more difficult to maintain a moral detachment from urban poverty and so picturesque 

visual or written representations of urban poverty were often accompanied with 

critiques of the systems that created these conditions.
59

  

 

In the same year that 'Chin Que Alley' was photographed by Holmes, well-known 

anthropologist Sir Baldwin Spencer also took a photograph of a group of ramshackle 

buildings in Chinatown which he subsequently used as an illustration in one of his 

published memoirs, Wanderings in Wild Australia published in 1928 [Image 8].
60

 Both 

Masson and Spencer's memoirs were popular and had a national and international 

audience. Both photographs represented Darwin's Chinatown in their texts as a slum and 

the photographs published served specific purposes in the publications which was to 

show Chinese as undesirable colonists. 
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Image 7 - 'CHIN QUE AVENUE, CHINATOWN, DARWIN' probably taken by Dr Mervyn John 

Holmes (1884-1965) , c1913-1914, as reproduced in Elsie Masson's published travelogue. Note how 

the photograph of the Chinese toddlers contrasts with the representation of Chinatown.

(Elsie R. Masson, An Untamed Territory: The Northern Territory of Australia, London, Macmillan, 

1915, p.30 [D002350, D002927])

http://www.chia.chinesemuseum.com.au/objects/D002350.htm
http://www.chia.chinesemuseum.com.au/objects/D002927.htm
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At the time Spencer took his photograph he was acting as Special Commissioner and 

Chief Protector of Aborigines in the Northern Territory.
61

 During the short period he 

held this role he acted on his views that Chinese were a significant threat to Indigenous 

communities and established, and strongly enforced, legislation to separate the two 

communities.
62

 His later account of his time in Darwin, which took the form of a diary, 

in part promotes his beliefs and actions. For Spencer, Chinatown consisted of 'stores and 

shops lining one of the two main streets of the town and a maze of little tenements, in 

all states of dilapidation and squalor, behind them'.
63

 He acknowledges the area's 

sanitary problems but also mourns the loss of it as a 'picturesque' site. This sense of loss 

perhaps prompted the creation of the photograph but its appeal only operated at a visual 

level. Spencer explains this best himself when he writes:  

 

Picturesque as they all looked, I would like to deport the whole lot of 

them, because with their opium and spirits they debauch and ruin the 

aboriginals, and are, apart from this, of little good to the country.
64

 

 

Several examples of similar photographs were found in other private and government 

collections but their meanings are less clear [Image 9].
65

 They show rough housing 

constructed from found materials, often with unidentified, generally elderly, Chinese 

men in dishevelled clothing standing in front of them (see Chapter 4 for a discussion of 

similar photographs taken in South-Eastern Australia). They appear to have been taken 

by amateur photographers for private, rather than commercial purposes and were 

particularly popular in the first few decades of the twentieth century. The focus of the 

photographs is on the buildings, which were sometimes also photographed without their 
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occupants.
66

 Not enough information is associated with these surviving photographs to 

be certain what motivated their creation. The fascination these buildings had for 

observers is evident in two photographs that show a white woman examining a burlap-

covered dwelling in Pine Creek around 1911.
67

 Other buildings photographed were also 

constructed of unusual materials, such as flattened kerosene cans and bottles, which 

may also have inspired people to photograph them.
68

 The Chinese men in the images 

both provide a measure of scale for the buildings, which were sometimes quite small 

and also provide viewers with the visual information that these dwellings were occupied 

by Chinese. The state of the buildings and clothing of the men who lived in them also 

mark these men as poor. They conform to common stereotypes of the time that viewed 

Chinese as living in dirty, unsanitary and cramped conditions and may have been 

photographed for these reasons. The buildings in these images were also similar to those 

common in Darwin during its early settlement and so may also have been taken as 

modern reminders of how Darwin used to be.  

 

Another significant way in which Chinese places were souvenired in the Northern 

Territory was through photographs of the Woods Street temple in Darwin. Darwin had 

as many as three temples but it was the largest and most central temple in Woods Street 

that was most commonly photographed.
69

 These photographs are treated as forms of 

civic photography because they were commonly produced as commercial photographs 

and postcards, they focus on the built environment and were located in private and 

postcard collections often alongside other civic photographs of Darwin. Temples were, 

however, only photographed from the early twentieth century and operate differently to 

ordinary civic photographs of religious sites. 
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There is only limited evidence that they were photographed as one of the religious 

buildings of Darwin along with the different denominations of Christian churches. 

Many of the photographs taken of Darwin's main temple show the interior of the temple, 

particularly the altar, in a similar way to how churches were photographed.
70

 Percy 

Brown, who was a radio operator living in Darwin around 1920, included his collection 

a photographic postcard of the interior of the Darwin temple on the same page of his 

album as a photograph of the 'Altar and "paraphernalia"' of the Roman Catholic Church 

in Darwin, in a religious section of his album [Image 10].
71

 Church photographs, 

however, were not a strong genre in Darwin civic photography which tended to be 

dominated by photographs of hotels and bank buildings. Darwin's temple was also not 

generally photographed as a whole building either full-frontal or on a slight angle, 

which was the most common way of photographing Christian churches.
72

 

 

Photographs of Darwin's Chinese temples were more closely tied to the desire to 

souvenir the Chinese presence in the Northern Territory through its built environment as 

exotic. Captions on both commercial and private photographic prints note that the 

temple was 'Chinese'. These prints are also often placed with other photographs of 

'Chinese' subject matter or are the only examples of Chinese subject matter 

photographed.
73

 The focus of most temple photographs is on the rich decorative design 
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within the temple [Image 11].
74

 In contrast, only a few photographs were taken of the 

plain temple exterior which was white (or pale in colour) with limited exterior 

decoration on the roof tips [Image 12]. It was the exotic decoration on the interior which 

most interested photographers and collectors. Even adventurer Francis Birtles, who was 

outspoken about his anti-Chinese views in his published travelogues, felt that their 

'bright Asiatic splendor [sic]' was something to be valued in Chinese culture. Despite 

the fact he thought this appeal was lacking in Darwin, a photograph of the Darwin 

temple altar was published in one of his accounts of a visit to Darwin, suggesting that 

the little 'splendor' he felt did exist could be found in the temple.
75

  

 

For journalists S. Strutton and Ernestine Hill in the 1930s and 40s, the economic value 

of the decoration and the fact it had been imported from China or Hong Kong, 

emphasising its Chinese authenticity, was significant. In early 1942 Strutton notes that 

'One of the special things about this temple [Darwin's] is the ornamental iron fretwork 

gates imported at great cost from China many years ago'.
76

 No photographs accompany 

Strutton's article but later in the year, after the bombing of Darwin, Ernestine Hill also 

notes in a caption to a photograph of the doors of the temple with caretaker Mah Buk 

standing in front of them, that the fretted doors had been brought to Darwin from Hong 

Kong. Much earlier the title of one of Reverend Greenwood's photographs, taken 

between 1901 and 1904, of the temple refers to a 'brass screen'.
77

 This 'screen' is perhaps 

the same as the 'doors' mentioned later by Hill and Strutton. The 'screen' is not actually 

visible in the very dark print but the title 'Brass Screen at Principal Joss House' suggests 

                                                 

74
 As well as the temple altar other photographs were taken of the memorial tablets in an adjacent 

building, unidentified sculptures and paintings of deities and some were produced of details of the altar 

and temple. For example (memorial tablets): SLNSW: Papers of E.D.W.S. Donnison, with photographs 

and newscuttings connected with her son Laurence Donnison, 252 [D001545]; SLNSW: Collection of 

negatives taken by J. Bailey and F. Birtles on an expedition through Central Australia and Cape York, 

NCY3, 82 [D003689]; (sculptures and paintings): SLNSW: Papers of E.D.W.S. Donnison with 

photographs and newscuttings connected with her son Laurence Donnison, 251 [D001544]. Ernestine 

Hill, 'The dragon doors of Pan Ku', Walkabout, vol. 8, no. 12 (1942), pp.5-8. [D002935] SLNSW: Papers 

of E.D.W.S. Donnison, with photographs and newscuttings connected with her son Laurence Donnison, 

NCY3 30, ON61 60 [D003690]. NTL: PH0110/514 [D003698]; (details of altar): NTL: PH0340/0023 

[D002525]; NTL: PH0238/0488, [D003021]; NTL: PH0110/0451 [D003697]; NTAS: NTRS 234, CP 

409, No 4 [D002941].  
75

 Francis E Birtles, Lonely Lands: Through the Heart of Australia, Sydney, NSW, NSW Bookstall, 1909, 

p.162 and opposite p.172. [D003278]. Francis E Birtles, 'Across Australia with a camera', The Australian 

Photographic Journal, vol. XVII, no. 196 (21 September 1908), p.275. 
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 S. Strutton, 'Chinese tracks through the North', Walkabout, vol. 8, no. 9 (1 July 1942). Hill, 'The dragon 

doors of Pan Ku', p.4.  
77

 NLA: Rev Fred Greenwood collection of photographs of Northern Territory, 34, no. 209 in returned 

album [D002302]. 
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Image 11 - Main altar in Darwin temple, c1941, taken by an unknown photographer.

(NTAS, Colin Knowlan, NTRS 1651, Item 7, Chinese temple, Darwin, 1941 [D002959])

http://www.chia.chinesemuseum.com.au/objects/D002959.htm


  



Image 12 - Exterior back view of Woods Street temple, c1895, taken by an unknown photographer.

(SLSA: Darwin collection, B61447 [D001243])

http://www.chia.chinesemuseum.com.au/objects/D001243.htm
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it was meant to be and it was perhaps considered so significant that a title was used to 

make up for the fact it could not be clearly seen in the resultant photograph. 

 

This visual interest in the temple's decoration was not however always appreciative. On 

the back of the photograph of the side view of the temple held by Northern Territory 

resident Mrs A Jarvis, someone has handwritten: 'The Chinese Joss House or place of 

worship. In this building there are some of the [word illegible] and weirdist [sic] idols 

you could look upon.'
78

 In Laurence Donnison's postcard collection collected around 

1915 a photograph of the room that contained a wall of memorial tablets for deceased 

Chinese was captioned: 'Chamber of Horrors Joss-House Darwin. Each slat represents a 

Chinese Death in the N.T.'.
79

  

 

This visual interest is not expressed in written accounts which suggest that in general, 

the Australian public did not have a deep interest in the temple, its altar or the religious 

beliefs and practices associated with them. For example, accounts written by journalist 

William Sowden (first published 1882), naturalist Knut Dahl (first published c1896), 

journalist Elsie Masson (first published 1915) and anthropologist and Aboriginal 

protector Spencer (first published 1928 based on 1912 journal entries) have little or 

nothing to say about Chinese temples. Alfred Searcy, Darwin's customs official (1882-

1896) and adventurer published one of the most detailed observations in 1907. His 

account was intended as an amusing anecdote.
80

 It was not until the nostalgic writings 

of Ernestine Hill in the 1940s that there were any detailed public accounts of Chinese 

temples or religious practice in the Northern Territory.
81

 

 

It seems that curiosity and interest in Chinese religious practices in the Northern 

Territory was more commonly expressed visually, through photography, and even then, 

photographs were only taken of temples. There was little attempt to photograph all the 
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 NTL: PH0340/0024 [D003276].  
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 SLNSW: Papers of E.D.W.S. Donnison, with photographs and newscuttings connected with her son 

Laurence Donnison, ML MSS 890/3, 252 [D001545]. 
80

 William John Sowden, The Northern Territory as It Is: A Narrative of the South Australian 

Parliamentary Party's Trip, and Full Descriptions of the Northern Territory; its Settlements and 

Industries, Darwin, NT, Government Printer of the Northern Territory for the History Unit of the 

University of Planning Authority, 1984 (first published 1882). Dahl, In Savage Australia. Masson, An 

Untamed Territory. Spencer, Wanderings in Wild Australia. Searcy, In Australian Tropics, p.336.  
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 Ernestine Hill, 'Driving around Darwin', Walkabout, vol. 2, no. 9 (1 July 1936), pp.40-41. Hill, 'The 

dragon doors of Pan Ku', pp.5-8. 
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sites of Chinese-Australian worship in Darwin, show the temple in its entirety, or show 

people worshipping. In a rare observation about Chinese-Australian religious practices 

in Darwin, naturalist W. Ramsay Smith noted that: 'In most of the houses and shops' in 

Darwin in the early 1920s 'there are small joss-houses [altars], with various materials, 

the most common being small lights and joss-sticks which are kept smoking almost 

constantly'.
82

 None of these small shrines were photographed and most private 

collections had only a single photograph of Darwin's main temple, if any, in their 

collections.  

 

An exception to this is the collection of Reverend Fred Greenwood who worked as a 

Methodist minister in Darwin between 1901 and 1904 and was a keen amateur 

photographer. It is likely the photographs of temples in his collection were taken as part 

of his work. His collection contains two photographs of Darwin's 'principal joss house', 

as well as two of the smaller Fisherman's temple.
83

 He also took a photograph of the 

Chinese temple in Cairns during his placement there.
84

 Fund raising was an essential 

aspect of missionaries' work.
85

 It was common for missionaries working in remote areas 

with Indigenous peoples to later give presentations with lantern slides as part of fund 

raising drives. According to historian Nancy Micklewright: 'The photographs of 

buildings, religious practices, and religious leaders from other communities informed 

the album audience of the spiritual as well as the physical setting of the Bishop's [or 

missionary's] work'.
86

 Greenwood's images may have been created for this purpose. He 

may also have viewed the Chinese community as a site of conversion. Reverend 

Greenwood's photographs were also unusual because they were some of the earliest 

photographs taken of Chinese temples in the Northern Territory.  

 

Most extent photographs date from after 1910. This was partly the result of improved 

photographic technology at this time. As already noted, interior photographs of 

                                                 

82
 W. Ramsay Smith, In Southern Seas: Wandering of a Naturalist, London, J. Murray, 1924.  

83
 NLA: Rev Fred Greenwood collection of photographs of Northern Territory, 34, no. 209 in returned 

album [D002302]; 38, no. 148 in returned album [D002306], 33, no. 20 in returned album [D002301]; 82, 

no. 151-152 in returned album, p.8 in small red album [D002310] and; album 280A, for negative see 

Carins, Q. [D002345]. 
84

 NLA: Rev Fred Greenwood collection of photographs of Northern Territory, Album 280A, for negative 

see Carins, Q. [D002345]. 
85

 Nancy Micklewright, A Victorian Traveler in the Middle East: The Photography and Travel Writing of 

Annie Lady Brassey, Hunts, Ashgate, 2003, pp.6, 176, footnote 130. 
86

 Micklewright, A Victorian Traveler in the Middle East, 150. 
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Darwin's temple were the most popular forms of temple photographs, but interior 

photography, especially in a poorly lit temple filled with incense smoke, would have 

been particularly difficult in the nineteenth century when even photographic studios 

were specially designed to allow natural light to come into the studio.
87

 It is unlikely 

that the temple would have had electric lights until after 1934 which means that 

batteries and other kinds of lamps would have been needed to provide enough light for 

the photograph.
88

 Flash powder was in use in 1880s but could be unstable and 

dangerous to use and was not really superseded until the invention of the flashbulb in 

the late 1920s and electric flag tube in the early 1930s.
89

 

 

The increase of temple photographs in the 1910s onwards might also offer evidence of 

the emergence of a nostalgic interest in what was seen as the disappearance of the 

Chinese population. Not only had the Chinese population of the Territory been steadily 

declining since the late 1880s but the 1910s also marked a turning point in the size of 

the white Territory population as it began a period of slow but steady growth.
90

 With the 

transfer of the Northern Territory from South Australia into Commonwealth control in 

1911, there was also resurgence of optimism in the possibilities of the Territory along 

with the arrival of a wave of new bureaucrats. Elsie Masson, who arrived with the first 

Administrator appointed to the Commonwealth-controlled Northern Territory, 

articulates these ideas. For her, the Northern Territory in 1915 induced a nostalgia for an 

era before the gold rushes in Australia. To travel to the Northern Territory, she 

observed, is to 'journey sixty years into the past, into the old Australia of the early days 

before the gold rush, an Australia which has long passed away in the south but which 

still lingers in the wild, intractable Northern Territory'.
91

 This nostalgia extended to 

what was seen as the passing of the Chinese in the face of a new emerging White 
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 Mary Lewis, '"The most luxuriously furnished salon in Melbourne": Johnstone O'Shannessy's 1885 

studio', The La Trobe Journal, no. 76 (Spring 2005), pp.77, 83. 
88

 Power and Water Corporation, 'History', http://www.nt.gov.au/powerwater/aboutus/history.html, 

accessed 8 May 2007. Information on site was drawn from Bev Phelts, 'Power On: Darwin's History of 

Electricity Supply', BA (hons), Northern Territory University, 1997. 
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 Robert Leggat, 'Lighting for photography: A history of Photography', last updated 26 May 2006, http:// 

www.rleggat.com/photohistory/history/lighting.htm, accessed 30 March 2007. 
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 From a peak of 6122 in 1888, by 1900 the Chinese population had dropped to 2928 and was in a steady 

decline which continued into the 1930s. In contrast the European population had remained relatively 
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Northern Territory, pp.112-113. 
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 Masson, An Untamed Territory, p.23. 
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Australia: 'The last Asiatics will die or return to their homes and the strange flavour of 

the East will pass away'.
92

  

 

It was the disappearance of a particular kind of Chinese culture that was being mourned. 

The Chinese Territorian population was not just slowly declining it was also changing. 

Masson was obviously disappointed that since the fall of the Qing dynasty, Chinese no 

longer wore 'pigtails' or 'embroidered robes' on feast days, although she was pleased to 

note that they still wore 'blue coats and wide black trousers'.
93

 Historian Julia Martinez 

has described the emergence of a generation of young Chinese in Darwin in the 1920s 

who were more modern and western in outlook.
94

 Although Alan Powell argues that a 

younger Australian-born Chinese generation were beginning to 'absorb the ideas and 

attitudes' of the white majority, Martinez attributes the modernisation of this group to 

younger Chinese, who after being educated in China and Hong Kong, brought back 

nationalist ideas that emphasised modern and western thought and practice with them. 

This younger generation fell into conflict with an older generation, including their 

parents, who were more conservative and who had 'lost touch with the fast changing 

character of modern China'. A characteristic of this new generation of Chinese in 

Darwin was a shift towards Christianity.
95

 The Wood Street temple, therefore, also 

represented an older more conservative Chinese culture that was in decline in the 

Territory. 

 

This nostalgia became more pronounced and tinted with anti-Japanese feeling after the 

bombing of Darwin during WWII. Some crossed out text written on the back of an 

undated photograph of one of the Darwin temple statues reads: 'in Darwin - now with 

his temple and all his fellow-josses smashed to atoms'.
96

 Similar text is associated with a 

photograph of some of the gilded wood decorations and reads: 'Gilded josses in Chinese 
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 Masson, An Untamed Territory, p.179. 
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 Masson, An Untamed Territory, p.30. 
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 Julia Martinez, 'A new generation: "Modern" young Chinese in the 1920s', Chinese in Australasia and 

the Pacific: Old and new migrations and cultural change, Conference held in Dunedin, New Zealand, 

1998 http://www.stevenyoung.co.nz/Chinese-in-Australasia-and-the-Pacific/Chinese-in-Australasia-and-

the-Pacific, accessed 19 May 2009. 
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 Martinez, 'A new generation'. 
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 State Library of NSW: Small Picture Collection, ML 1549/70, Pic Acc 3961. This photograph was 

donated to the library by Angus and Robertson publishers but its original use and provenance is not 
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Temple which was bombed and destroyed by Australian troops in 1942'.
97

 This post-war 

nostalgia is particularly obvious in the writing of Ernestine Hill. She makes a feature of 

the bombing of the temple by the Japanese as part of an article remembering the 

Chinese Darwin community before the war.
98

 Accompanying the article is a photograph 

of the temple doors with Mah Buk posed in front and another photograph of the 

'bearded god' statue in the temple. The article ends with Hill recounting an anecdote told 

by Mah Buk about how the temple gods will seek revenge for damage to the temple. 

Hill either did not know, or chose not to acknowledge, that Chinatown and the temple 

were only mildly damaged by Japanese bombings and that most damage was caused by 

arson and looting by Australian soldiers after Darwin citizens were repatriated.
99

  

 

While civic photography captured the urban built environment, view photography 

complemented it through the representation of the natural environment. View 

photography can be seen as evolving out of the written and visual accounts of explorers 

and surveyors. These explorers' accounts were produced with publication in mind and 

balanced the dry recitation of facts with picturesque prose and imagery aimed at 

maintaining reader interest.
100

 Visitors, travellers and sojourners mimicked these earlier 

accounts and it was they who created these later souvenir view photographs. These later 

travellers' accounts were also underpinned by a scientific desire to document the natural 

environment, but it was visual aesthetics, embodied in the picturesque, that drove their 

creation and use.
101

 As art historian Bernard Smith observed, nineteenth-century 

viewers 'wanted to know the facts about the colony and the growing romantic sensibility 

of the time demanded that these facts be picturesque'.
102

 Within view photography the 

natural environment was seen on the one hand as an appealing picturesque view, and on 

the other, as a site rich in potential economic exploitation. There was a long tradition of 
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landscape paintings of agriculture that was easily adapted to photography but it was 

difficult to make mining activity picturesque. This meant mining landscapes in the 

Northern Territory, including the substantial Chinese contribution to this industry, were 

not commonly photographed.
103

  

 

Picturesque techniques would easily be applied to broad landscape photographs of 

Chinese gardens to make them visually appealing and these became an important part of 

Northern Territory view photography.
104

 Photographs of Chinese gardens might be 

displayed in the front section of albums with Darwin's civic photography or in the 

second half of albums with photographs of the rest of the Northern Territory. Their 

location depended on how close they were to Darwin. The term 'picturesque' was 

applied in the nineteenth century to subject matter suitable for a picture or painting and 

involved carefully balancing its 'beautiful' and 'sublime' elements.
105

 

 

The use of picturesque techniques in photographs of Chinese gardens is best illustrated 

in a photograph taken by Paul Foelsche in 1878 of a garden, probably Ah Souey and Ah 

Koon's garden, in Doctor's Gully on the outskirts of early Darwin [Image 13].
106 

The 

foreground of the photograph is framed by tree branches. It was taken from a height and 

the Chinese gardens dominate the middle ground of the image with Darwin's new 

hospital just visible on the hill overlooking them. The hospital and gardens both 

compete for the focus of the photograph, but the eye nevertheless moves easily across 

the image and it is successful at balancing the various elements of the picture and 

creating a symmetry which is visually appealing. In drawing together a mix of the 

cultivated and the wild in its subject matter, it also brings together the aesthetics of the 

beautiful and the sublime. The gardens and hospital offer an image of the smooth and 
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beautiful and the gardeners' huts nestled beside the garden and the bushland insert 

irregular and rough elements into the photograph.  

 

The success of this photograph as a picturesque view is also demonstrated by its 

ongoing popularity. A number of people in the nineteenth century obtained prints of 

Foelsche's photograph for their albums and collections and in 1907 it was also published 

in one of Alfred Searcy's memoirs and it continues to be used to the present day.
107

 In 

the 1890s other photographers captured the same view, although not with the same 

aesthetic success as Foelsche.
108

 In 1882, only four years after Foelsche took his 

photograph, Sir William Sowden described this same scene using picturesque language 

instead of a camera: 

 

…[the hospital's] natural position is most picturesque. It is a mile from 

Palmerston, and when you get to it, through scrub patches, and - if you 

follow the beach - by clambering sundry sets of rocks, you approach a 

grand plot of scenery. There is the sea in the background, growling its 

regular deep bass as the puny sands impede its forceful shoreward 

march, or lulled to complacency by balmy air and unruffled surface. On 

one side there is a deep declivity, scaled by the aid of rough steps; the 

hill as yet unshorn of its rich clusters of deep green undergrowth and 

spiral young trees with wiry long stretching creepers. At its foot a 

Chinese garden flourishing, and the gardener's hut - though oft the sea in 

rage has stretched and stretched to reach and tear it up, it never has 

succeeded; and the rich verdure of the cultivated land continues still to 

mock it. Beyond you get a perspective of green trees and high brown 

waving grass, with another glimpse of the sea in the far distance, and in 

front, opposite to the beach side, unsightly carriage approaches. This isn't 

poetry, but it's truth.
109
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Sowden's description shows how this same view, captured as a photograph, was read as 

a record of the progress of colonisation. He wrote the passage above while a journalist 

accompanying a South Australian parliamentary delegation to the Northern Territory 

and it was published as a book the same year. The role of the parliamentary delegation 

and Sowden's book was to document the Northern Territory's economic, social and 

political progress.  

 

Both Sowden and Foelsche draw on visual symbolism and picturesque imagery to 

express this progress. Sowden highlights the colonisation of the land by contrasting the 

successfully tamed cultivated land against the wildness of the surrounding sea and 

landscape. The success of this colonisation is shown in the way the colonised land 

'mocks' that space yet to be colonised. Similarly, Foelsche's photograph contrasts the 

neat, visually 'beautiful' nature of the gardens and stately hospital building against the 

'sublime', wild, untamed roughness of the surrounding environment. The decision to 

represent a garden and hospital, the physical manifestations of agriculture and health 

care also captures the colony's progress visually, supporting a healthy and well-fed 

population. The impressive hospital building with its associated medical services 

overlooking neat rows of vegetables in a garden that provided a valuable source of fresh 

fruit and vegetables enhances the message provided by the picturesque imagery used. 

The hospital and garden are both given equal importance in the Foelsche's photograph. 

Captions applied to it guide viewers to read it as both a 'hospital' and 'Chinese garden', 

and its visual composition also does not give priority to either the hospital or gardens.
110

 

 

The picturesque techniques used to represent Chinese gardens also helped to mask some 

of the political and social tensions embedded within the colonial project that was being 

celebrated by making them aesthetically-pleasing to the western eye.
111

 By representing 

unfamiliar environments using the same techniques that were used to represent British 

rural landscapes, photographers made these unfamiliar environments familiar. This 

helped viewers to conceptualise visually and also imaginatively take ownership over the 
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unfamiliar and threatening land that was being taken from its original inhabitants.
112

 In 

Foelsche's Doctor's Gully photograph, the wilds and dangers of the Northern Territory 

outback are made safe and familiar through the dominance of the safe and familiar 

garden and hospital and the picturesque construction of that wildness.
113

  

 

By constructing Chinese gardens as picturesque landscapes, the discomfort that might 

have been felt by the lowly, and perhaps Chinese, nature of the photograph's subject 

matter was also softened. With the exception of documentary photographers who used 

photography to effect social or economic change and government photographers that 

documented government works, such as health and housing, the activities of the 

working class were not photographed until photography was cheap enough for them to 

be able to photograph themselves.
114

 By excluding workers from the image, making the 

photograph visually pleasing and photographing the site from afar, the viewer was 

distanced from the individuals and the hard work that made the gardens prosper. On the 

occasions where people are shown in photographs they are generally too far away to be 

identifiable. These indistinct gardeners often wear Chinese-style hats, use watering cans 

on shoulder poles to water plants or buffalo to plough fields which mark the garden as 

'Chinese'.
115

 Chinese-Australian agricultural workers and the ramshackle huts they lived 

in are presented as decorative elements in a picturesque landscape.
116

 Even though these 

elements are made appealing to the eye, viewers remain safe from any requirement to 
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'touch' or engage with individual gardeners and can therefore simultaneously maintain 

any social disdain they might feel towards them.
117

 

 

Agricultural activity, including that undertaken by Chinese Australians, was also 

photographed in order to promote and comment on the perceived agricultural potential 

of the Northern Territory. These photographs were found in the collections of private 

individuals and government officials and were also published. Some of these were view 

photographs, such as those just discussed, but others were closer views created of 

agricultural crops that sometimes included a person standing beside the crop for scale. 

For example a photograph in the collection of South Australian public servant Arthur 

Searcy (brother of Northern Territory customs officer Alfred Searcy) shows a man 

wearing a loose top perhaps with knotted buttons [huaniu, 花纽] down the middle and 

pants (or a sarong) standing unposed in front of an arnatto crop. The caption reads: 'A 

Chinese man stands in front of a crop of arnatto' or dye plant' grown near Darwin; its 

seed was sown on 7th May 1887, this growth is dated 30th May 1889'.
118

 Chinese 

workers appear to be used for scale in two other photographs, one in the collection of 

early South Australian pastoralist, agriculturalist and politician, John Warren Junior, 

shows a man with shovel standing amongst a cane crop and Francis Birtles published 

another photograph of a man standing in front of an unidentified crop, in Lonely Lands 

in 1909.
119

 

 

Agriculture was seen as a basis from which the further settlement and economic 

development in the Northern Territory would blossom.
120

 The fact that white 

agricultural efforts were often failures, which was a great puzzlement to observers, 

particularly where Chinese Australians succeeded. The experimental gardens in Darwin 

managed by Maurice William Holtze were perhaps one of the few white agricultural 

success stories and these were intensively worked with Chinese and prison labour.
121
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Humpty Doo provides an example of Chinese agricultural success in the face of white 

Australian failure. Chinese successfully grew rice there in the 1880s and 1890s, 

although it is not clear at what scale.
122

 Humpty Doo is now more commonly 

remembered for the failure of Territory Rice Ltd to grow rice there on a large scale in 

1954. Difficulty obtaining labour, poor management and advice, trouble accessing 

markets and a harsh climate that was subject to flood and drought all played a role in the 

failure of white agriculture in the Territory.
123

 On the whole details of Chinese 

agricultural activities were not observed as closely as white Australian activity and so 

we have little idea of the extent to which Chinese enterprises failed.  

 

The slow realisation of the Northern Territory's agricultural potential led almost all 

white visitors to the Territory, both official and unofficial, to comment on the Territory's 

lack of progress and express their own opinion on how best to facilitate and promote its 

further development.
124

 The desire to promote the potential of agriculture in the 

Territory was regularly renewed. It persisted well into the twentieth century because, 

despite the many and often spectacular agricultural failures in the Northern Territory. 

Each new Administrator or government who took control of the Territory believed they 

could overcome the obstacles that had defeated their predecessors. Photography was 

used as part of this discourse.
125

 

 

Photographs created as part of an official federal government visit to the Northern 

Territory in April 1912 provide an example of how the government created photographs 

of Chinese-Australian agricultural activity to promote the Northern Territory's 

agricultural potential. Shortly after the transfer of the Northern Territory to federal 

control, the Minister of External Affairs proposed a trip to the Territory to obtain 

information about its 'possibilities and requirements' and to give Ministers an 
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opportunity to see what the Territory was like for themselves.
126

 The Kirkbride 'album' 

held at the State Library of Victoria appears to be a kind of 'proof sheet' of around five-

hundred negatives collected and taken on the trip by the official photographer, James 

Pinkerton Campbell.
127

 Before working for the Department of External Affairs, James 

Campbell worked as a commercial photographer in Mansfield and for the Government 

Tourist Bureau & Lands Settlement Office in Melbourne. Government files indicate he 

was the only photographer to cover the trip. The newspapers which were invited to join 

the party at their own expense appear to have refused the offer. 

 

The trip was a mix of business and pleasure and the nature of the photographs created 

by Campbell, some of which resemble private snapshots rather than promotional 

photographs, perhaps reflects this. Although he was eventually sacked, in part because 

of a lack of satisfaction with the quality of his photographs, which perhaps too closely 

resembled holiday snapshots. As government photographer, his job was to photograph 

the party's activities and create photographs 'suitable for reproduction in books and for 

transmission to the High Commissioner for use in British Magazines and in newspapers' 

in order to assist the 'active advertising of tourist attractions'. He took moving footage as 

well as photographs.
128

  

 

While in the Northern Territory he photographed 'the doings of the Party' and then 

remained behind after the official party had left 'securing pictures of various parts of the 

country'.
129

 The Ministers travelled by ship to Darwin. They delayed their stop in 
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Brisbane on the way so that the party could visit the falls there. They spent a day in 

Darwin punctuated with official functions, then the party visited mines at Pine and 

Brocks Creeks, further mines and a plantation at Daly River before visiting the Mission 

Station on Bathurst Island, stopping at Melville Island and the Point Charles Lighthouse 

on the way back to Darwin, before returning south. Campbell's photographs cover the 

activities of the parliamentary party, members of the household of Territory 

Administrator, John Anderson Gilruth (1871-1937), portraits of Aboriginal people, a 

sizable number of photographs of mining, agricultural and property views, and a small 

number of civic views of Darwin. Roughly twenty-seven photographs contain Chinese 

subject matter, of those, at least nine are photographs of Chinese gardens or agricultural 

labourers.
130

 

 

The captions attached to some of Campbell's photographs of Chinese agriculture in 

various publications and albums illustrate how these photographs were used to promote 

the Northern Territory. Campbell took four photographs of an unidentified Chinese 

market garden in Pine Creek. One is a picturesque landscape and the other three show 

closer views of its crops.
131

 In the Kirkbride collection these four photographs were 

given utilitarian captions - 'Pine Creek Market Garden', 'Pine Creek Market garden, 

Bananas', 'Cabbages and Paw Paw (Pine Creek)', 'Pine Creek English potatoes and 

cabbage'.
132

 Campbell, however, also produced four souvenir albums for the Minister of 
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External Affairs, the Governor-General and Governors of New South Wales and 

Victoria and an album titled 'SOUVENIR OF THE Visit of the Federal Parliamentary 

Party TO THE NORTHERN TERRITORY April - May 1912' (henceforth called the 

'Souvenir album') is probably one of these.
133

 The same four photographs in this 

Souvenir album have been given much more upbeat captions that promote the Northern 

Territory's agricultural potential - 'Market Garden in the Middle of the dry season, when 

all English Vegetables grow well and rapidly under irrigation. Pine Creek', 'Bananas, 

Paw Paw and English Vegetables at maturity together' [Image 14].
134

 Some of these 

same photographs were also used to illustrate Edwin J. Brady's book, Australia 

Unlimited in 1918. Even though simple captions were used like those in the Kirkbride 

collection, Australia Unlimited was a pro-development book that argued that the 

agricultural potential of Australia was being under utilised and would benefit from 

large-scale agricultural development.
135

 

 

Three photographs taken of Chinese-Australians working in fields in the Kirkbride 

collection and a number of other photographs showing Chinese engaging in agricultural 

work in the private collections of government officials appear to have been intended to 

document how agricultural work was done in the Northern Territory, perhaps as part of 

souveniring and noting the significance of 'Asian' or 'coloured' labour or more generally 

of documenting the agricultural methods that were successfully being used in the 

Northern Territory. These photographs were created in addition to the older-style view 

photographs discussed earlier. They were collected by government officials who had an 

interest in developing agriculture in the Northern Territory. One photograph shows an 

unidentified man cutting cane taken c1896 and was in the collection of John Warren 
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Image 14 –Chinese garden in Pine Creek and its crops, c1912, probably taken by James Pinkerton 

Campbell, as found on two pages of the 'SOUVENIR OF THE Visit of the Federal Parliamentary 

Party TO THE NORTHERN TERRITORY April - May 1912'.

(NTL: PH0100/0131, 0126. 0127, 0128, [D002536, D003768, D003769, D003770])

http://www.chia.chinesemuseum.com.au/objects/D002536.htm
http://www.chia.chinesemuseum.com.au/objects/D003770.htm
http://www.chia.chinesemuseum.com.au/objects/D003769.htm
http://www.chia.chinesemuseum.com.au/objects/D003768.htm


  



Image 15 - Unidentified man ploughing using a buffalo in the Northern Territory, c1910-1920, 

probably taken by James Pinkerton Campbell.

(As reproduced in Eric Rolls, Citizens: Continuing the Epic Story of China's Centuries-Old  

Relationship with Australia, Brisbane, University of Queensland Press, 1996. Courtesy Pictures 

Collection, State Library of Victoria. [D003069])

http://www.chia.chinesemuseum.com.au/objects/D003069.htm
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Junior, an early South Australian pastoralist, agriculturalist and politician.
136

 Another 

shows a man raking hay, probably taken some time between 1912-1919, and was in the 

private family collection of Northern Territory Administrator, John Anderson Gilruth.
137

 

A further three photographs, held in the Kirkbride collection just discussed, show a 

Chinese man using buffalo to plough a field [Image 15], a man using shoulder poles to 

water crops and the third photograph depicted a man carrying hay.
138

 All appear to have 

been taken on the same property. 

 

At the same time as celebrating Chinese-Australian agricultural activity these 

photographs also constrain our understandings of the broad involvement of Chinese 

Australians in Australian agriculture. Chinese Australians established domestic gardens 

to supplement commercially available produce both on their own properties and on the 

properties of others when they were employed as cooks and domestic servants.
139

 

Chinese indentured labourers in the nineteenth century were encouraged by the 

government to establish their own gardens to supplement the supplies given to them. 

Memoirs of the Northern Territory commonly mention the gardens built and maintained 

by Chinese station cooks.
140

 Chinese Australians also owned and operated market 

gardens or small-scale farms that produced a variety of crops for local sale and 

distribution.
141

 In addition some owned and operated plantations or larger-scale farms of 
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particular crops such as bananas, pineapples, rice, or sugar, and many other plantations 

were worked using Chinese-Australian labour.
142

 By the late 1880s Chinese had worked 

on all but four of the government agricultural settlements in the Northern Territory and 

were the predominant labourers on European plantations.
143

 

 

Photographs and textual sources suggest that initially, in the 1870s, Chinese Australians 

operated their own domestic gardens and worked as agricultural labourers in white 

plantations but from the 1880s they increasingly ran their own market gardens and 

plantations. Chinese involvement in plantation farming in the Northern Territory 

appears to have been greater than other parts of Australia and the transition from one 

type of farming to another seems to have occurred faster. This is perhaps because 

Chinese in the Northern Territory could draw on earlier experiences and capital from 

other parts of Australia. Chinese also appear to have remained in the agricultural sector 

in the Northern Territory longer than elsewhere. Nevertheless, some time in the 

twentieth century, Chinese-owned agricultural ventures started to decline in both scale 

and diversity.
144

  

 

Photographs were created of each of these kinds of activity but the text associated with 

them generally describe them as simply 'gardens' or 'gardeners'. In contrast to 

photographs of white-Australian agricultural activity which were commonly labelled 

and referred to as 'farms' or 'plantations' and tended to be identified by the owner's 

name. Most photographs of Chinese-Australian agricultural activity were also labelled 

as 'Chinese'. For example Foelsche's photograph of Ah Souey and Ah Koon's garden in 

Doctor's Gully is described as a 'Chinese garden' rather than according to the people 
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who ran it, while in contrast photographs of white agricultural places were described as 

'Batchelors Farm', 'Government experimental gardens', 'Thomas and Roberts' 

plantation.
145

  

 

'Gardening' and 'market gardening' therefore became synonymous with being 'Chinese' 

in photographic imagery. These captions and a general lack of information about when 

captions were added to photographs obscures the diversity and dynamic nature of 

Chinese agricultural activity over time. It may be that Chinese Australians were 

primarily involved in these kinds of gardens, or that Chinese market and domestic 

gardens were the forms of agriculture most commonly photographed. There is some 

evidence to suggest that Chinese-Australian agricultural activity has been characterised 

as 'gardening' or 'market gardening' in photographs without much consideration of the 

exact nature of the activity.
146

 A photograph of some rice fields near Darwin, probably 

at Knuckey's Lagoon, taken in 1891, describes them in associated text as 'rice gardens', 

but the size of the fields shown suggests the site was closer to being a plantation or 

farm.
147

 In many cases, however, it is difficult to distinguish between different kinds of 

activity from photographs, particularly as this distinction is merely a matter of degree, 

determined by assessing their overall size, the type and diversity of crops grown and the 

scale of distribution of produce. This also makes it difficult to read these photographs 

and their captions against the grain to assess the veracity of how photographs were 

captioned. 

 

At the same time as embracing Chinese Australians in the visual narrative of 

colonisation and as a typical part of Darwin to be souvenired, nineteenth and early 

twentieth century photographs of Cavenagh streetscapes, the interior of Darwin's temple 

and Chinese-Australian agricultural activity also simultaneously confined them to 

particular places such as Chinatowns, temples and market gardens. Most of these 

photographs had limited public exposure until placed in public archive repositories. 

Commercial postcards had a local rather than national distribution and once purchased 

they were held in private collections and only a few photographs may have found a 
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public audience at international exhibitions or at fund-raising lectures held by Christian 

missionaries.  

 

When photographs of Chinese-Australian places circulated at a national and 

international level in illustrated memoirs, or more widely-distributed albums, different 

choices were made about the photographs selected and how they were used. The 

'Chinese' nature of agricultural activity was not always made evident when such 

photographs were used to promote and illustrate the potential agriculture in the 

Northern Territory. This meant that while Chinese Australians were not singled out on a 

racial basis, their contribution to the success of agriculture was not fully recognised. 

Masson and Spencer chose photographs that represented Darwin's Chinatown as slum to 

illustrate their memoirs in the early twentieth century, rather than the more common 

civic and view photographs. In contrast, Searcy's memoir, discussed at the start of this 

chapter, was part of an earlier genre of memoirs which saw a role for Chinese in the 

Northern Territory as labourers and therefore included view photographs of a Chinese 

garden and fishing station as part of a more inclusive narrative of the colonisation of the 

Northern Territory. 

 

There was also a shift in the way in which Chinese Australians were photographed in 

the early twentieth century which starts to emerge in this chapter. Wide scenic views 

were initially the most popular way to photograph agriculture in the Northern Territory. 

Improvements in photographic technology and perhaps the desire by officials to show 

the potential of agriculture and to document it in order to improve current practice, 

drove the creation of closer views of gardens and Chinese-Australians who worked in 

them. The government saw agriculture as the cornerstone of future progress in the 

Northern Territory and along with the desire to build a White Australia after federation 

was keen to promote the potential economic benefits of agriculture through photography 

to white immigrants. Improvements in photographic technology also made it easier to 

photograph the interior of Darwin's temple which was photographically souvenired 

because of the appeal of the ornate decorations of its interior altar and fittings. This 

desire to photograph the temple's interior emerged after the transfer of the Northern 

Territory to Federal government control in the 1910s. This suggests that these 

photographs were also associated with a rise in nostalgia as the Northern Territory was 
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increasingly imagined as part of a White Australia. This imagined White Australia was 

slowly becoming a reality as the first substantial and sustained growth in the white 

population began to occur at this time and the Chinese population continued to slowly 

decline as it had been doing since the 1880s. 

 

Photographs of Chinese-Australian activities and people discussed in the next chapter, 

provide an opportunity to explore this nostalgia in more detail and they also provide a 

context for understanding the meanings associated with type photographs, such as the 

Chinese woodcarter published by Searcy and mentioned at the opening of this chapter. 
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2. News, Family, Organisational and Type Photography 

While nineteenth century photography in the Northern Territory was largely defined by 

civic and view photography this had changed dramatically in the twentieth century and 

a much wider range of photographic genres were created and Chinese subject matter 

photographed. Nostalgia was one factor which drove the creation of particular kinds of 

photographs of Chinese Australians. By the 1890s, photographic technology had 

improved and exposure times had reduced such that photographers were now much 

more successful at photographing moving activity and public events. Photographic 

portraiture moved out of the hands of professional photographers in their studios 

decorated to middle class ideals and into the hands of amateur photographers who took 

their box brownies out into the places where they lived, played and visited. The 

formulaic picturesque views and civic streetscapes that showed distant empty 

landscapes were supplemented with scenes that included people and contained 

movement and action. These changes in photography coincided with a desire in other 

visual fields to engage more closely with visual subject matter and to capture detail. It 

was no longer sufficient in anthropology, for example, to try to understand other people 

and cultures through the measurement of the photographed body. Anthropologists, 

particularly in Britain, began moving towards closer relationships with their subjects as 

they became more interested in fieldwork and social behaviour.
1
 There was also a shift 

in artistic painting towards 'direct' or plein air painting, away from work in a controlled 

studio space towards a more experiential and less representational process which was 

done on location.  

 

Following from the previous chapter that explored photographs of places, this chapter 

examines photographs of events and people through their most common genres of 

souvenir news photography, family and organisational photography and type 

photography. By the turn of the century the boundaries in photography between portrait 

and landscape, professional and amateur, public and private had become even more 

difficult to separate. Despite the contradictions and complexities of dividing the extant 

photographic record into genres because of this, this approach is still a useful way to 
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understand how Chinese Australians were photographed in the twentieth century. In 

doing so this chapter demonstrates how Chinese Australians were an integral part of 

photography and life in the Northern Territory. It probes the extent to which the Chinese 

ancestry of the photographic subject matter played a role in the function of the 

photographs created, the nature and purpose of photographs taken of Chinese 

Australians by others and how photographs of Chinese Australians circulated in private, 

community and national spaces.  

 

Souvenir news photography embraces photographs created by commercial and amateur 

photographers as part of souveniring and documenting public events. These took the 

forms of cabinet cards, lantern slides, stereographic prints, photographic prints, 

postcards or newspapers. They are both a form of souvenir or travel photography as 

well as an early form of news photography. As observed by historian Kathryn Evans, 

pictorial news practices existed well before the ability to publish photographs in the 

press.
2
 It was some time before newspapers adopted the two-tone publishing techniques 

used to reproduce photographs and many preferred to continue with etched lithograph 

illustrations. Some broadsheets did not adopt illustrations at all until well into the 

twentieth century.
3
 They also operated as souvenirs for the many who visited and 

sojourned in the Northern Territory. These photographs provided a memento for people 

who viewed and participated in the event as well as helping to portray the events 

visually to those who were not there.  

 

A market therefore existed for other forms of photographic representation of 

newsworthy events outside newspapers. Anne-Marie Willis notes that the range of 

subjects covered by Charles Kerry's photographic studios in New South Wales in the 

1880s and 1890s 'came close to that of the twentieth century photo-journalist'.
4
 In the 

Northern Territory, which did not have an illustrated newspaper until after the 1930s, it 

was mostly commercial and amateur postcards and prints that fulfilled this photo-

journalistic function. Commercial and private postcards were created to be sent to 
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friends and relatives or collected as souvenirs in private collections. People might send 

each other postcards several times a week and so 'private' collections could be 

distributed quite widely amongst family and friends, although many examined appear to 

have been collected rather than sent through the post, unless they were sent in 

envelopes. In the early decades of the twentieth century, photographic postcards of a 

wide range of subject matter from the visually appealing to the journalistic were 

immensely popular - large print runs of commercial postcards and much smaller ones of 

private postcards created by individuals from their own photographs.  

 

Chinese Australians were photographed alongside other residents of Darwin as part of 

documenting public events in souvenir news photographs. A number of Chinese-

Australian spectators can be seen in a photograph taken of the flag-raising ceremony to 

mark the transfer of the Northern Territory to Federal control in 1911.
5
 Chinese 

Australians were similarly part of a large group portrait of the people who attended the 

celebrations at the Government Residency to commemorate this same event.
6
 Children's 

fancy dress balls were regularly written up in the Northern Territory Times and Gazette 

in the late nineteenth and into the first half of twentieth century.
7
 Photographs were 

sometimes taken of these events and children of Chinese ancestry appear to have been 

photographed at one held in the 1890s and another in 1930s.
8
 In a series of photographs 

all titled 'Garden Party Group', Chinese-Australian merchants were photographed 

amongst the other dignitaries at an afternoon tea party held at Government House to 

honour visiting Federal parliamentarians in 1912.
9
 These merchants blend into the 

crowd in their white tropical suits, commonly associated with Darwin's elite white 

population, although their Chinese ancestry has been made apparent when someone has 

annotated one photograph with the names of some of these merchants - 'Man Fong Low' 

[Man Fong Lau], 'Wing Cheong Sing', 'Yar Loong' making. This, however, has also 

been done on another photograph in this group for two white dignitaries who have been 

                                                 

5
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6
 NTL: PH0002/0131 [D002300] 

7
 See results of search of 'children's ball' filtered by Northern Territory Times and Gazette on the 

'Australian newspapers beta', National Library of Australia, http://ndpbeta.nla.gov.au/ndp/del/home, 

accessed 15 June 2009. 
8
 NTAS: NTRS 1357, Photographs of the Herbert family 1896-1932, 526 [D003003]. NTAS: NTRS 854, 

Photographs of Darwin and the Northern Territory ca1920-ca1930, Album 3, Page 27 [D002998].  
9
 SLV: Charles Kirkbride collection of photographs, H27744, contact prints page 41, number 87 and 

number 86 [D003065, D003066]. 



80 

identified as - 'Witherden' (perhaps Laurie Witherden, manager of the English, Scottish 

and Australian bank in Darwin) and 'Linton'. Examples of these kinds of photographs 

are difficult to find and identify because the Chinese ancestry of the subjects was not a 

significant factor in the creation and use of these images and so catalogues do not 

identify them as 'Chinese'. The photographs found are significant as they show Chinese 

Australians being represented in the same way as other Territorians. 

 

It was not just prominent Chinese-Australian merchants who were photographed at 

public events but also others who participated in newsworthy events. During the 1930s 

depression a number of protests were staged, led by union leader and communist 

sympathiser 'Snowy' Mahoney and on two occasions protestors occupied the verandah 

of the Government Residents' Office demanding work.
10

 Three policemen and five 

demonstrators were injured when police tried to clear the verandah. Two photographic 

postcards were produced of the event and a number of the protestors shown in the 

postcards appear to have Chinese ancestry.
11

 According to historian Julia Martinez, 

Mahoney was 'popular with the 'coloured' community and appealed to all those who 

believed in equal rights regardless of ethnicity'.
12

 Again, the people in these 

photographs were not photographed because they were Chinese but because of their 

involvement in a newsworthy event. 

 

Chinese-Australian public events in the Northern Territory were also photographed as 

part of souvenir news photography. When Amy Johnson (1903-1941) arrived in Darwin 

in 1930 as the first woman to fly solo from England to Australia, many photographic 

postcards of her and her plane were created, including a photograph taken at a ceremony 

when Gee (Tommy) Ming Yet presented her with an address and jade ring on behalf of 

the Chinese Consul General and the Chinese residents of Australia. The full text of the 

address, signed by Gee Ming Yet and Arthur Hang Gong, the executive of the Darwin 

branch of the Kuo Min Tang (KMT also referred to as the Chinese Nationalist Party), 
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was published in the Northern Territory Times and Gazette.
13

 The KMT was one of the 

first branches to have a woman on its executive and they saw Amy Johnson's flight as 

an example of how women had as much to offer society as men and could also achieve 

great acts of 'heroism and bravery'. Photographic postcards of this event were found in 

two Chinese-Australian family collections.
14

  

 

Chinese street processions were the most commonly photographed public events which 

included Chinese Australians in the Northern Territory. In Chinese-Australian family 

collections they were created and kept as part of the process of marking and 

remembering their own cultural activities and most date from the 1930s when many 

family photograph collections appear to have started. William Wong's collection, for 

example, has a photograph of a skyrocket being let off in Darwin as part of the Chin 

Lao Kwan festival in the 1930s and Lily Ah Toy's collection includes a photograph of 

the lion support team on a flat bed truck, also taken in the 1930s.
15

 Most photographs of 

Chinese street processions were published as postcards that documented and souvenired 

Darwin social life and were created and collected by non-Chinese Australians as part of 

souvenir news photography. The earliest procession photographs in these collections 

date from the 1890s. 

 

As special public events, processions brought together sight, sound and, along with the 

explosion of 'guns and crackers', smell and were worthy of reporting in newspapers and, 

more importantly photographing, because they were 'a rather gay spectacle from a 

scenic point of view' and transformed the 'usual dreary' streets of Darwin.
16

 Chinese 

processions were rarely mentioned in published memoirs but they were reported in 

newspapers as local events of public interest. An article published in the Northern 

Territory Times and Gazette in 1900 describes a Chinese procession held in Darwin to 

mark the first full moon of the lunar new year. This article is quoted in full to illustrate 

the detail, excitement and fascination with which these processions were described and 
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the familiarity Chinese cultural activities came to have, yet also the patronising and 

distancing tone that was often adopted. These descriptions also created a particularly 

visual picture of these events through words which also illustrates their appeal as 

photographic subject matter. 

 

The Chinese New Year festivities reached high-water mark on Monday, 

in the shape of the customary big- procession, for an hour or two the 

streets lost their usual dreary aspect and became filled with a barbaric 

conglomeration of sights and sounds strangely out of tune in an 

Australian town. Gay-coloured costumes, enormous banners sporting 

strange devices, and palanquins (or whatever they may be called) 

covered with gilt scroll work, and loaded with edibles - and occasionally 

dignitaries - made up a rather gay spectacle from a scenic point of view, 

whilst the explosion of guns and crackers, the shrieking of bagpipes and 

the crashing of the infernal gongs kept things lively, and informed all and 

sundry that the Chinese element in our midst is still very much alive.
17

 

 

Roughly forty years later similar observations were still being made by Ernestine Hill 

about how the 'shabby' streets of Darwin were transformed by the 'fiery blaze of colour' 

of a Chinese New Year procession.
18

  

 

The importance of these public spectacles as events affected the nature of the way in 

which they were photographed. Photographs of processions were taken spontaneously 

on location rather than in a photographic studio.
19

 Many show a broad view of the 

street, sometimes taken from a height, in order to display the size of the procession and 

encompass as much of it as possible [Image 16].
20

 Some photographs focussed on flags, 
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Image 16 – View of unidentified Chinese procession in Darwin with assorted flags from above, 

c1928-1931, taken by an unknown photographer

(NTAS, Charles Wilson, NTRS 3336, Item 186, [Chinese procession, Darwin], n.d. [D002990])

http://www.chia.chinesemuseum.com.au/objects/D002990.htm
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gongs, decorated vehicles, sacred artefacts and especially the dancing lions and dragons 

which were of particular visual interest in the procession.
21

  

 

As processions were moving events, they could only be successfully photographed from 

the late 1880s and 1890s once cameras and film were able to capture images with much 

shorter exposure times. Even once shutter speeds and exposure times had shortened, 

sometimes a couple of photographs were taken of the same event as the photographer 

struggled to capture its moving nature in a still photograph.
22

 The photographs produced 

inevitably contained blurring due to the movement of objects and people. This gave 

these photographs, even those taken by professional photographers such as William 

Barnes, the appearance of a technically imperfect amateur snapshot. This blurring of the 

professional and amateur photographic forms emphasises the sensation for viewers of 

'being there' because the photograph appears to have been taken by the owner of the 

photograph [Image 17].  

 

The 1900 Northern Territory Times and Gazette report quoted above, also makes it 

clear that as well as public events Chinese-Australian processions were also of interest 

because they were 'Chinese' and exotic. Photographs were created and collected because 

of this interest in the exotic. As well as souvenirs of the event itself they were also 

souvenirs of the Chinese presence in the Northern Territory and were used more 

generally to souvenir the Northern Territory as an exotic part of Australia. Despite 

becoming symbols of Chinese culture in Australia, Chinese processions were successful 

as public events, in part, because White Australians participated in them as spectators 

and because they were held for the benefit of the general public, not just the Chinese-

Australian community. 
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Contrary to what the general public in Darwin and elsewhere might have imagined, 

Chinese processions were not 'strangely out of tune in an Australian town'. Chinese 

street processions have had a long and highly visible history in Australia since the 

1850s and images of them were amongst the earliest etchings and half-tone photographs 

of street processions published in Australian illustrated newspapers. In 1874 an etching 

of a Chinese procession in Beechworth was published in the Australasian Sketcher and 

in 1895 a photo-essay of scenes from the Chinese section of the Bendigo Easter Fair 

procession and Eight-Hour Day procession was published in the Illustrated Australian 

News.
23

 Chinese processions were so familiar that Alfred Searcy could describe 

Darwin's Chinese processions as 'the usual processions' with 'customary dragons and 

paraphernalia', confident that the readers of In Australian Tropics, published in 1907, 

would be able to picture the event.
24

 

 

Since the mid-nineteenth century Chinese processions in Australia were also more often 

staged for white-Australian public celebrations and events than they were for Chinese 

cultural or religious reasons. This is best documented in Victoria and New South Wales 

where the majority of processions occurred in Australia, perhaps because of the larger 

size of the Chinese communities there. For instance, as early as 1856 Chinese in 

Castlemaine staged a procession to welcome the Victorian Governor and his wife and 

then a similar procession was held in 1868 to welcome the Prince of Wales.
25

 Chinese 

processions were also staged in the early 1870s to raise funds for local hospitals in 

Beechworth and Ballarat and a dragon procession has been part of hospital fund-raising 

efforts at Bendigo's Easter Fair procession since 1879.
26

 Bendigo's dragon was 

borrowed by Chinese in Sydney in the 1890s to stage a charity carnival to celebrate the 
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Image 17 - Chinese lion dancer in Cavenagh Street, Darwin, around the 1920s, taken by William 

Barnes

(NTL: PH0274/0662 [D002947])

http://www.chia.chinesemuseum.com.au/objects/D002947.htm
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Queen Victoria's Diamond Jubilee.
27

 By the turn of the century as the Chinese-

Australian population urbanised, processions were held in Melbourne, to raise funds for 

the Melbourne Hospital and to welcome the Duke and Duchess of York as part of 

federation celebrations in 1901.
28

 It was not until the 1980s when Melbourne's Chinese 

celebrated Chinese New Year with a dragon procession.
29

 

 

Chinese processions in the Northern Territory were also held as part of broad local 

community events - they just do not appear to have been photographed. A Chinese 

procession was held as a tribute for the retiring Government Resident, E.W. Price in 

1883, but this was probably too early to be successfully photographed.
30

 In 1919 a 

Chinese procession was part of the celebrations on Peace Day, but it was a torchlight 

procession held as part of evening festivities and so difficult to photograph.
31

 Extant 

photographs of events on Peace Day appear to have therefore been largely confined to 

the white participants who were part of the opening procession held during the 

afternoon, and then it was only those group who wore fancy dress.
32

  

 

In contrast to processions in other parts of Australia, most photographs of Chinese 

processions in the Northern Territory, were identified on prints and in library 

catalogues, as 'Chinese New Year' celebrations. The reason why this might be the case 

still requires further research both into the nature of processions in other parts of 

Australia and also into whether the small size of major cities and towns in northern 

Australian and the large proportion of their populations which were Chinese has made a 

difference to the nature of their public cultural life. 

 

Most photographs of Chinese processions in the Northern Territory were also taken in 

Darwin, even though not all processions were held there. Historian Tim Jones, for 
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example, notes that a range of Chinese festivities were held outside Darwin but that 

around the turn of the century Chinese merchants in Pine Creek had to borrow Darwin's 

ten-person dragon for their procession.
33

 Pine Creek processions would, therefore, have 

been normally less spectacular events or else only held when they could borrow 

Darwin's regalia. It is quite possible this was simply because more procession were held 

in Darwin, where the largest Chinese population was concentrated in the twentieth 

century. They were also more accessible to a larger number of people with cameras and 

to commercial photographers. It is also possible that those captioning photographs of 

Chinese processions may have incorrectly assumed that they related to Darwin and 

Chinese New Year as these were the most well-known processions. For example, 

several decades after its creation, Reverend Lo identified a procession photograph taken 

in the 1910s or 1920s, as part of a festival to honour the Goddess Chui-Lau Kwoon 

which is held shortly after Chinese New Year festivities and involved the delivery of 

one of the portraits at the temple to the shop representative who caught the rocket fired 

as part of the event.
34

  

 

Despite the long history of processions in Australia and the fact that they were staged as 

public spectacles for the benefit of the whole local community, Chinese-Australian 

processions were presented in photograph captions and the press as something outside 

Australian culture. Chinese culture was represented as exotic and timeless. As historian 

Shirley Fitzgerald observed of the press reportage of Chinese celebrations at the 

opening of Sydney's Glebe temple in 1904: 'Serious content was missing, everything 

was reduced to form' and the event reduced to a visual spectacle.
35

 For Charles Percy 
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Mountford, who worked as a postal engineer in Darwin before his rise to fame as an 

anthropologist, Chinese festivals and their associated processions in the 1920s 

illustrated how Chinese had preserved their 'national way' unchanged in 'new 

surroundings'.
36

  

 

Captions on commercial postcards and private snapshots of Chinese procession 

photographs generally do not identify the purpose of Chinese-Australian processions 

and have been poorly dated. Examples of photographs in private collections captioned 

by their owners includes handwritten captions on the back of two of Mrs Jarvis' 

photographs which read: 'A Chinese dressed up for New Year celebration', 'Chinese 

Procession. Held here for some time near last Xmas. The buildings on the right are the 

P.O. single mens [sic] quarters. I [am?] quartered in the second building'.
37

 A typed 

caption on the bottom of one of Rev Greenwood's photographic prints also reads: 

'Chinese New Year Procession' and handwritten in Charles Wilson's album: 'The 

Dragon'.
38

 The absence or vague nature of photograph captions is often indicative of 

personal photography because the owner already knows the intended meanings of the 

photographs and so often find is unnecessary to annotate prints.
39

 Even commercial 

photographs, however, used simple, often undated, captions such as, 'Celestial festival - 

Chinatown Darwin NT', 'Chinese festival N.T. Darwin 1915', 'Chinese procession Smith 

St Darwin' and 'Chinese Dragon Cavenagh St Darwin N.T.'.
40

  

 

Captions were also sometimes incorrect in ways which suggest a lack of knowledge of 

procession details. For instance, a photograph identified as a 'funeral' procession shows 

a dancing lion which were not usually associated with funeral events.
41

 Another 

photograph labelled 'The dragon' shows a costume that has more in common with a 
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lion's costume than a dragon's and another photograph described as showing a 'lion' 

appears to show a creature more closely resembling a short dragon.
42

 This differs from 

photographs of white-Australian processions in Darwin, such as the Darwin Easter 

Sports procession in the 1915, in which characters were specifically identified and 

photographs dated.
43

  

 

It is probable that some of these captions were added by amateur and professional 

cataloguers some time after the photograph was created and so may not accurately 

reflect the knowledge held by the owners of these photographs. Regardless of the 

reasons why they were captioned the way they were, the outcome of these captioning 

practices is that the surviving photographic archive contains a collection of procession 

photographs which souvenir a hazy, ill-defined understanding of Chinese-Australian 

processions and their religious and social meanings that reinforces attitudes that Chinese 

processions were timeless and unchanging Chinese events. 

 

A closer reading of photographic and other historical sources reveals that these 

processions were dynamic and were modified to meet the needs of the changing 

Chinese-Australian communities in Darwin. In addition to being religious celebrations 

these processions contributed to a sense of community and belonging in Darwin, 

provided entertainment for participants and spectators, gave organisers an opportunity 

to demonstrate their wealth and gain public prestige and recognition, and celebrated 

Chinese and Australian nationalism and Chinese-Australian community alliances.
44

 At a 

more pragmatic level they gave poorer participants a meal. It was reported in 1902 that 

participants in a Darwin procession were paid five shillings and two meals a day to take 
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part.
45

 Processions also gave those involved the opportunity to dress up for the day as a 

clown, a gentleman, a mandarin, a princess or a warrior in the same way that other street 

processions in Australia embraced fancy dress. Photographs show participants in 

Darwin processions in Cantonese opera costumes, mandarin robes and in one 

procession, a top hat. 

 

As Chinese-Australian processions were generally viewed as 'Chinese' activities they 

also played a role in undermining an imagined White Australia at a community level. 

As observed by the Northern Territory Times and Gazette in 1900 processions were 

public displays of 'the Chinese element in our midst' who were 'still very much alive'. 

Members of the Chinese elite who organised these processions quickly become aware 

of the positive appeal their processions generated in the broader community and that 

processions provided an opportunity for Chinese Australians to engage publicly and 

positively with the communities they lived amongst.
46

  

 

A group of procession photographs taken in the 1920s and 30s, many described as 

Chinese New Year processions, illustrates how embedded these processions were in 

Chinese-Australian political life in Australia.
47

 In these photographs individuals carry a 

Hung Men (or Chinese Masonic Society) flag, national flags for the Republic of China 

and a British Blue Ensign [Image 16, Image 18]. The Hung Men flag is identified by the 

seven-star constellation on it.
48

 The position of the constellation on the flag varied from 

lodge to lodge but all represent the Ursa Major constellation (also referred to as the 'Big 

Dipper' or 'Great Bear'). The provisional flag of the Republic of China (1912-1928) had 

five stripes symbolising the five major ethnic groups in China (red for the Han, yellow 

for the Manchus, blue for the Mongols, white for the Hui and black for the Tibetans), 

however because the photograph is black and white it is impossible to be certain of the 
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colours and identification.
49

 A different five-striped flag has also been found in use by 

the Chinese Masonic Society in Taiwan in the late twentieth century.
50

 The National 

flag of the Republic of China (1928-1949) has a white star in the top corner and the 

British Blue Ensign has a union jack in the corner but no southern cross or federation 

star. The British Blue Ensign was generally used on British government ships, rather 

than Red Ensign which was for merchant shipping and the White Ensign which was for 

naval ships.
51

 The Blue British Ensign and British Union Jack were both sometimes 

used as an Australian flag as, although the Australian flag was selected in 1901 and 

recognised by King Edward in 1903, it was not officially confirmed until 1954. 

 

The Chinese and Australian national flags in these procession photographs publicly 

expressed a Chinese and Australian dual nationality and it seems the decision to fly 

multiple flags was driven by local events in Darwin. In 1930, at the prompting of a 

public meeting, Darwin Chinese were advised that as an act of courtesy they should also 

fly the Union Jack or Australian flag whenever they flew the Chinese national flag.
52

 In 

1928 the Chinese national flag changed from the five-striped flag to the red and blue 

flag with white star in the corner and both flags were probably flown perhaps because of 

uncertainty over which was the appropriate flag or perhaps to keep the supporters of 

each flag happy.
53

 In January 1932, around the time these photographs were taken, Dr 
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Image 18 - Chinese procession in Darwin, c1928-1931, taken by an unknown photographer.

(NTAS, Charles Wilson, NTRS 3336, Item 185, [Chinese procession, Darwin] n.d. [D002989])

http://www.chia.chinesemuseum.com.au/objects/D002989.htm
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W.P. Chen, the Chinese Consul General, visited Darwin for the first time.
54

 This led to a 

surge in nationalist pride in the local Chinese communities which might have been 

reflected in the new year celebrations held shortly after his departure.  

 

The display of the seven-star flag demonstrated support for the Hung Men brotherhood 

in Darwin, which was more of a mutual aid organisation than a secret revolutionary 

network in Australia.
55

 According to Cai Shaoqing, John Fitzgerald and Mei-fen Kuo 

the Hung Men lodges reinvented themselves into Chinese Masonic associations as part 

of the rise and spread of an Australian-form Chinese nationalism in New South Wales 

and Victoria in the early twentieth century.
56

 Kok Hu Jin identifies three Hung Men 

chapters in Darwin, each associated with a different temple - two long-established 

groups (one for the Hakka and one for the more dominant Cantonese) and then a third 

group that brought together Hakka and Cantonese Hung Men members that was 

established at the urging of Sun Yatsen who used Hung Men networks to spread his 

nationalist ideas in the early twentieth century.
57

 The public display of the Hung Men 

flag offers evidence of Darwin's role in the Australia-wide transition of the brotherhood 

from a collection of loosely-affiliated rurally-based private associations into a 

nationally-linked organisation, renamed the Chinese Masonic Society, which was keen 

to promote itself publicly as a respectable organisation. The flags used in these 1920s 

and 1930s processions, therefore show Chinese Australians embracing at a local level 

larger ideas emerging at that time about Chinese and Australian nationalism. 

 

With the rise in popularity of Chinese opera in the first half of the twentieth century and 

perhaps the development of a more settled population, costumes in procession 

photographs became increasingly elaborate offering further evidence of the changing 

nature of Chinese processions.
58

 Procession photographs taken in Darwin around 1893 
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show fairly simple, but probably colourful, costumes. Some participants wore formal 

Qing dynasty robes and in one procession a man wore a top hat.
59

 A photograph taken 

in 1914 shows a group of youths wearing elaborate headwear.
60

 In the mid-1910s and 

early 1920s a number of posed portraits were taken to perhaps better document the 

costumes worn [Image 19].
61

 Costumes photographed in the 1920s and 1930s were 

much more elaborate and matched those worn by well-known Chinese opera 

characters.
62

 Characters identified include: the bearded male warrior;
63

 the clean-shaven 

warrior or general who can be male or female, with and without feathers and pendants;
64

 

the 'flower of the ball' and first or second flower;
65

 the laughing Buddha or 'clown' who 

teases the lion in lion dances;
66

 and another figure who has a pearl and fan but is dressed 

as a monk in a different costume.
67

 There were regional variations in Chinese opera 

costumes and characters as well as religious festivals and so the identification of these 

operatic characters is only tentative.
68

 The use of theatrical characters in processions 

was probably not strictly followed in any case. Most procession participants did not 

wear the stage makeup normally worn in opera performances, although false beards 

were worn. 

 

Spectator accounts indicate that the costumes worn during Chinese processions were 

particularly appreciated. Sir Baldwin Spencer writing about Pine Creek c1912 

mentioned that the Chinese there were 'clothed most picturesquely' for Chinese New 
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Image 19 - Two unidentified men in procession costume in Darwin, c1929-1931, taken by an unknown 

photographer.

(NTAS: Charles Wilson, NTRS 3336, Item 27, [Asian and Aboriginal man in costumes] n.d. 

[D002999])

http://www.chia.chinesemuseum.com.au/objects/D002999.htm
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Year festivities and Ernestine Hill writing about Darwin in the late 1930s describes the 

'painted beauties riding in the silken trappings of Yu Nu, the Jade Maiden, painted 

warriors fighting with daggers round a bonfire on a vacant lot - it was a scene typical of 

the East, poverty in splendour'.
69

 Having learnt of their appeal, organisers perhaps 

sought to surpass efforts of previous years in order to meet increasing expectations from 

spectators. 

 

These increasingly lavish processions met the needs of spectators and also conformed 

with practices in China where there was a close relationship between religious festivals 

and theatrical productions in mid-nineteenth-century China. Permanent stages were 

constructed in front of temples so that plays could be performed at religious festivals 

and in large Chinese New Year processions, participants were known to wear 'dramatic 

costumes' in order to represent 'scenes of ancient history'.
70

 Chinese Opera performers 

were also judged, in part, on the sumptuousness and quantity of their costumes.
71

 

 

The exotic appeal of Chinese-style dress was not confined to Chinese processions and is 

apparent in other photographs of Chinese-Australians held in the private collections of 

non-Chinese Australians. A range of Chinese dress interested outside observers, from 

the formal colourful silks of the loose skirts and knotted-buttoned tops worn during the 

late Qing dynasty to the more modern qipao (旗袍 or cheongsam in Cantonese) of the 

1930s onwards and even the simple everyday wear of the Chinese worker. Elsie Masson 

voiced her fascination with Chinese dress in her account of life in the Northern Territory 

when she noted her disappointment that Chinese Territorians no longer wore 'pigtails' or 

'embroidered robes' on 'feast days'. She was pleased, however, to see that they still wore 

'the blue coat and wide black trousers of the Chinese coolie'.
72

 One of the illustrations in 

her book was a photograph of two toddlers wearing newly pressed loose silk trousers 

and tops buttoned over the shoulder with knotted-button fastenings [huaniu, 花纽] and 

whose heads were shaved leaving a tuft on the crown in a style typical of the Qing 
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dynasty [Image 7 in Chapter 1]. This was a popular image as Masson's copy came from 

Dr Maplestone's collection and another copy of this photograph was also held in the 

collection of Darwin policeman Charles Miller.
73

  

 

A number of other photographs in private and souvenir collections suggest that 

photographic portraits of Chinese Australians were also taken and collected because of 

an interest in their distinctive dress. One of James Pinkerton Campbell's photographs in 

the Kirkbride collection, captioned 'The supplier of stores', is a wide-view portrait of the 

supplier of stores and his family outside their home.
74

 His wife and the child on her lap 

are dressed in formal Qing dynasty silks and she holds a circular fan. Her husband and 

the child on his lap wear less formal Chinese-style dress. Only the children look at the 

camera, the lack of engagement of the husband and wife, suggest that they were not 

dressed to be photographed but perhaps to meet with the Federal parliamentary visiting 

party (discussed in Chapter 1). Two photographs taken from different angles show a 

group of Chinese school children apparently in their best dress, which included silk 

outfits typical of the late Qing dynasty China.
75

 One was probably taken by John 

Kilgour, a bank and then railway clerk who lived in the Northern Territory between 

1900 and 1917, the other eventually became part of the 'Government Photographers 

collection' at the Northern Territory Library. It was perhaps taken during an official 

government visit, either to a Chinese-language school, or else on a day of Chinese 

celebration, such as Chinese New Year.
76

  

 

Chinese Australians chose, and sometimes insisted, on being photographed in particular 

dress and in particular ways for non-Chinese photographers. W. Ramsay Smith 

describes how a Chinese woman politely refused to allow a photograph to be taken of 

her. She later changed her mind but, to the disappointment of the scientist who wished 

to photograph a 'dry pinching' medical technique she was using on her neck, his subject 

insisted on dressing up 'in her finery' for the photograph and being photographed with 
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her grandson.
77

 The nature of her 'finery' was not made clear, but regardless of the 

nature of her dress, in changing into her best dress and insisting on being photographed 

with her grandson she subverted Smith's aim of photographing her as a medical subject 

and oddity. According to his account it was only because '[s]he turns out to be the 

grandmother of a famous baby whose life they gave us the credit of saving' that she 

even agreed to be photographed. Instead of photographing a medical subject, Smith 

ended up producing what was effectively a family photograph that celebrated the 

survival of the Chinese women's grandson from serious illness. Smith choose not to 

reproduce the resultant photograph in his book. This shows an insistence by Chinese 

Australians to be photographed in the same ways as white Australians and it was within 

the genre of family photography that this aim was most successfully achieved, both 

Chinese-Australian collections and those of others. 

 

A preliminary examination of the Chinese-Australian family collections in the Northern 

Territory from the twentieth century, particularly from the 1930s onwards, shows that 

Chinese Australians in the Northern Territory created similar kinds of photographic 

portraits as white Australians. This included formal studio portraits of individuals and 

groups of family and friends and also snapshot or casual portraits of friends and family 

on outings, at work and in the home.
78

 Photographs show families at picnics, on the 

beach, preparing for processions, getting married, going to war and building families 

and businesses. A couple of collections include early portraits, often of a solitary 

patriarch or matriarch that were taken in China or of an ancestor portrait held in China 

but no nineteenth-century photographs taken in the Northern Territory were found in 

Chinese-Australian family collections.
79

 This is not unusual in the Northern Territory, 

as it was mostly only the high level government officials such as the Government 

Resident who had family collections in the nineteenth century.  

 

A key feature of family photography, which is understood to cover all personal 

photographic portraiture in family collections, is that many photographs are created by 

parents of their babies and small children and only few are taken before this point in an 
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individual's life, although this changed as the twentieth century progressed (see Chapter 

6 for a discussion of wedding photography). The creation of family photographs was 

part of documenting the building of families, the accumulation of discretionary wealth 

and the building of a home in a particular place.
80

 The male dominance of Chinese 

immigration to Australia has been well documented, although, as John Fitzgerald 

argues, when conditions were favourable, families joined these early immigrants in a 

second wave of Chinese immigration which means that family photographs were 

created when this occurred.
81

 In cases where the family did not immigrate, Chinese-

Australian families were built where the wife and children lived, in China or Hong 

Kong, and any photographs taken would have resided there.
82

  

 

The dominance of male immigration to the Northern Territory in the nineteenth century 

delayed the creation of both Chinese and non-Chinese family photography collections 

there. Immigration patterns in the Northern Territory were different to those in the 

southern States of Australia, as it was Chinese who were more inclined to become 

settlers and whites who were more inclined to be sojourners. Until well into the 

twentieth century it was believed that white women were unsuited to living in the 

Northern Territory's rough conditions and tropical climate. Many white immigrants 

were government bureaucrats on temporary official postings, miners and entrepreneurs 

willing to try their luck and move on, amateur and professional anthropologists and 

natural scientists undertaking research or adventurers. Harriet Daly's observations in the 

1880s could be used to describe the Northern Territory until well into the twentieth 

century: 

 

The scanty population of the Northern Territory has always been a matter 

of grave consideration on the part of the government. The diggers never 

made any steady attempt to settle in the country, leading a nomadic life 

in tropical Australia, just as they had done in the southern part of the 

Continent and elsewhere. 
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In contrast, as historian Douglas Lockwood observed, it was Chinese who became the 

'most permanent of all citizens in the north'.
83

  

 

Family photography, particularly portraiture, was still, arguably, the most common form 

of photography in the Northern Territory in the early twentieth century. It is also one of 

its most inaccessible to historians as family photographs tend to remain concealed 

within private collections. Family photographs are also particularly difficult to read and 

draw meanings from. As observed by photographic scholar Patricia Holland, although 

photographs in family albums are familiar and predictable, they are only truly 

meaningful to the family to whom they belong and for whom they were produced.
84

 

They are created to continue and perpetuate particular forms of family memory. Social 

theorist Pierre Bourdieu has noted how they 'solemnize' and 'immortalise' the high 

points of family life and reinforce the 'integration of the family group'.
85

 They chronicle 

family ritual, display family cohesion and selectively map the most positive aspects of 

family life.
86

 Ultimately they are created for private purposes to be shared within a 

private circle of friends and family members and so depend on shared personal 

understandings for their meaning.
87

  

 

Most family photographs of Chinese Australians were held in Chinese-Australian 

family collections as many who settled in the Northern Territory brought their wives 

from China or Hong Kong to live with them or married Australian-born Chinese.
88

 As 

Chinese immigrants and their descendants married individuals without Chinese 

ancestry, however, the distinction between the family photographs of Chinese 

Australians and those others becomes increasingly blurred, particularly when 

relationships with the Indigenous people and other Asian immigrant groups are 
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considered.
89

 Photographs of Chinese-Indigenous families are rare, perhaps as historian 

Regina Ganter observes because 'Chinese who formed family links with Aboriginal 

people were mostly labourers from impoverished rural areas', perhaps making 

photography financially out of reach of these families.
90

 Two examples of Chinese-

Indigenous family photographs taken before World War II were located, one of Charlie 

Souey and his family and another of Ah Hong with an unidentified child.
91

 The J.A. & 

A. Turner family collection also contains a number of photographs of an unidentified 

white male and woman who appears to have Chinese ancestry, with their three children 

posed outside a house.
92

 Further examples no doubt exist but it has been beyond the 

scope of this thesis to unravel the necessary genealogy to identify more. The important 

point being made here is that these photographs exist, and that their existence 

undermines simplistic definitions of Chinese-Australian, white-Australian and 

Indigenous families.
93

 

 

In addition to marrying into non-Chinese families, there were other ways in which 

photographs of Chinese Australians became part of other people's family collections. 

These photographs also show that Chinese Australians were photographed, in the same 

way as others, primarily because of their relationship with the person who created the 

photograph and not just because of their Chinese ancestry. Family photograph 

collections also contain photographs of friends and acquaintances, some of which were 

obtained through the exchange of photographs. For instance, Clarence Ng, who 

probably worked as a carpenter at the cable station in Darwin, gave R. Brian W. 

Browning two of his wedding portraits, suggesting they were friends.
94

 Captions on the 

back of these photographs probably written by Browning read: 'Clarence Ng - Our 

                                                 

89
 Ganter (ed.), Mixed Relations, pp.146-211. Peta Stephenson, 'Beyond colonial casualties: Chinese 

agency in the Australian post/colonial endeavour', in Charles Ferrall, Paul Millar and Kerren Smith (eds.), 

East by South: China in the Australasian Imagination, Wellington, Victoria University Press, 2005. 
90

 Ganter (ed.), Mixed Relations, p.147. 
91

 For a few examples of Chinese-Indigenous family photographs in the Northern Territory see the 

illustrations in Glenice Yee. Most of these appear to have been taken in the later part of the twentieth 

century. There do not appear to be any such photographs in Regina Ganter's book. For further information 

about Ah Hong and his family see Peta Stephenson, The Outsiders Within: Telling Australia's 

Indigenous-Asian Story, Sydney, NSW, UNSW Press, 2007, pp.1-4. Glenice Yee, Through Chinese Eyes: 

The Chinese Experience in the Northern Territory 1874-2004, Darwin, NT, Glenice Yee, 2006, pp.37, 40, 

43, 46-47. Ganter (ed.), Mixed Relations. 
92

 NTL: PH0382/0036 [D003794], PH0382/0030, [D003798]. 
93

 See Regina Ganter on the unsatisfactory nature of such labels. Ganter (ed.), Mixed Relations, p.vii. 
94

 SLNSW: R. Brian W. Browning papers 1909-1945, pictorial material, Pic. Acc. 3557 [D003313, 

D003312]. 



99 

Chinese Carpenter & bride. Darwin N.T.' and 'Chinese (Christian) Wedding - (Our 

Carpenter) Darwin. N.T.' depersonalise Clarence Ng's relationship with Browning. 

Clarence is viewed as 'Chinese' and his wedding as an example of a 'typical' Chinese-

Christian wedding. The use of the word 'our' expresses ownership over Clarence Ng but 

is also could also be interpreted as a more inclusive word that embraces him as part of a 

group of which Browning was also a part. These photographs are therefore examples of 

souvenirs of family photographs that also function as souvenirs of Chinese as exotic.  

 

Chinese Australians also worked as domestic servants well into the twentieth century 

and this led them to be photographed for white Australian collections as part of 

extended family portraits or family activities. A formally posed photograph of Justice 

Charles Edward Herbert with his wife and children, probably taken at their home in the 

early twentieth century, also includes their servant Ah Chee.
95

 The unidentified servant 

of police inspector and amateur photographer Paul Foelsche was photographed 

incidentally in a casual photograph taken at a family picnic at the beach c1896.
96

 In 

another photograph, Dr Seabrook is posed in his gig c1901-1904 with two men, who 

were presumably servants, who hold his horse. One appears to have Chinese ancestry.
97

  

 

Some quite close relationships developed between employers and their Chinese-

Australian servants who were often named and described in some detail in published 

memoirs and also photographed in private family collections. Mrs Aeneas Gunn, for 

example, had two Chinese cooks during her period in the Northern Territory, Sam Lee 

whom she disliked and Cheon whom she wrote fondly about in her mostly-

autobiographical book, We of the Never-Never.
98

 She continued to correspond with 

Cheon for a number of years after they both left the Territory.
99

 Two Chinese cooks 

feature in Gunn's novel, Sam Lee whom Gunn disliked and Cheon whom she was very 

fond of and wrote about in glowing terms. Photographs of servants held in white 

Australian private collections suggest a personal relationships between Chinese-

Australian servants and the families they worked for. A photograph in the Browning 

                                                 

95
 NTAS: NTRS 1357, Photographs of the Herbert family 1896-1932, 455 [D003001]. 

96
 SLSA: Northern Territory collection, B 46851 [D003006]. 

97
 NLA: Rev Fred Greenwood collection of photographs of Northern Territory, p.10/2 in small red album 

[D002311]. 
98

 Mrs Aeneas Gunn, We of the Never-Never, London, Hutchinson, 1907. 
99

 NLA: Manuscripts and correspondence of Mrs Aeneas Gunn, 1905-1937, MSS 83/86. Thanks to 

Barbara Nichol for sharing her notes on this collection.  



100 

collection shows Ah Chook, who was perhaps a hawker or domestic servant, standing 

posed with a flat basket of tropical fruit.
100

 The naming of Ah Chook and the way he 

smiles directly into the camera suggests he was on friendly terms with the photographer. 

A photograph taken by Reverend Greenwood of a Chinese cook sitting in a window has 

a melancholy feel about it.
101

 Similarly, a photograph of Burber, an Aboriginal man, 

doing washing at the British Australian Telegraph quarters in Darwin in the 1920s also 

shows an unidentified Chinese man who smiles comfortably at the camera.
102

 In another 

unprovenanced photograph an unidentified Chinese gardener smiles into the camera, 

also suggesting a personal relationship with the photographer [Image 20]. 

 

A sizable collection of photographs of individual and groups of servants taken in the 

grounds of Government House also reveal touches of the personal relationship that 

existed between household servants and the children of the household. These 

photographs were held in the private collection of Jean Austin (nee Gilruth), daughter of 

Government Administrator John Anderson Gilruth. They have an almost bureaucratic 

feel or were perhaps taken by someone practicing how to use a new camera. Many are 

posed full-length portraits of largely unidentified servants and a few show servants at 

work or leisure.
103

 These photographs remained within the private Gilruth family 

collection until they were deposited with the Northern Territory Library. A casually 

posed photograph also in the Jean Austin's family collection shows what looks like a 

young Jean Austin (nee Gilruth) or her sister, Margaret, sitting in a window sill with 

their domestic servant, Dobie, standing beside her.
104

 Similarly, a casual photograph 

was taken of a young Margaret Gilruth helping two of their servants, Dobie and 
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Image 20 - Unidentified gardener in the Northern Territory, taken some time in the twentieth 

century by an unknown photographer.

(NLA: Compactus collection, NL 32391 [D002355])

http://www.chia.chinesemuseum.com.au/objects/D002355.htm
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Shephard, clean the Government Residence verandah [Image 21].
105

 On the front of two 

prints, a child-like hand has written 'DOBIE' [sic] and 'HOUSEBOY' suggesting a 

personal motivation behind their creation.
106

 The names given to the servants are also 

patronising, with both known by their occupations – houseboy and dhobi, which refers 

to a washerman or washerwoman. 

 

Having Asian or Aboriginal servants was also a part of a tropical colonial lifestyle and 

so photographic portraits of servants also captured this typicality, making them part of 

the visual souveniring of Chinese Australians as an exotic presence of the Northern 

Territory. C.Y. Choi's analysis of Census data from New South Wales, Victorian and 

Queensland on the fourteen major Chinese occupations in 1891 and 1901 shows that in 

New South Wales the number of domestic servants went down from fourth most 

common Chinese occupation in 1891 to fifth most common in 1901. In Victoria the 

number of Chinese domestic servants similarly went from sixth to tenth, however in 

Queensland the number servant went up from fourth to third most common 

occupation.
107

 Not only did domestic servant rank highly as a Chinese occupation in 

Queensland but it became more common over time. Similar data is not available for the 

Northern Territory but it is expected to mirror the trend in Queensland.
108

  

 

Many who visited the Northern Territory and subsequently wrote travellers tales about 

their experience commented on Chinese cooks and the importance of the meals they 

prepared after the drudgery of food eaten while on the road. According to William 

Harney '[a] good cook means a good and contented camp' and Jeannie [Mrs Aeneas] 

Gunn describes in We of the Never-Never, how:  

 

With Cheon's hands on the helm, cream rose on the milk from 

somewhere. The meat no longer turned sour. An expert fisherman was 

discovered among the helpers - one Bob by name. Cheon's shot-gun 

appeared to have a magnetic attraction for wild duck. A garden sprang up 

as by magic, grass-hoppers being literally chased off the vegetables. The 

only things we lacked was butter; and after a week of order and 
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cleanliness and dazzlingly varied menus, we wondered how we had ever 

existed without him. 

 

Even, pro-White Australia advocate, Francis Birtles regretted 'upsetting' a Chinese man 

during his trip as he later discovered 'the products of his garden were good. After living 

on weevilly flour and salt meat the green food was a most welcome change'.
109

 Other 

commentators such as Alfred Searcy, remarked on the succulent tropical fruit they ate 

and the luxury of eating fresh vegetables grown by Chinese station cooks and 

gardeners.
110

  

 

One way of souveniring and remembering these experiences was to photograph the 

cook or gardener in the garden they tended. An insight into these motivations is found 

in James S. White's unpublished memoir about his life at Brunette Downs station. In it 

he describes how: 'Another reason for liking a spell at the station was a good feed of 

vegetables from the vegetable garden well looked after by a Chinese gardener, Yap Ah 

Soong'.
111

 A photograph of Yap Ah Soong holding a large cabbage with the homestead 

buildings in the background accompanies this text.  

 

Links were also made in photographs between Chinese Australians and the exotic 

tropical fruit they grew. In Charles Wilson's private album a photographic postcard of a 

pineapple plant is located next to one of a smiling Chinese man standing in front of a 

banana crop.
112

 White Australians were also often amazed by the ability of Chinese 

gardeners to grow fruit and vegetables under harsh conditions; this also drove the 

creation and collection of photographs. This could be expressed positively or in more 

negative terms as strange. Francis Birtles uses a photograph of a pineapple gardener in 

Chinese-style dress and one of a pineapple plantation in photo-essay called 'Strange 

Australia: A Series of Out-of-the-way Photographs of the North, with Notes by Francis 

Birtles'. The sub-caption to one photograph of a pineapple crop reads: 'Chinese cultivate 
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Image 21 - Family photograph of Margaret Gilruth (centre) helping Shephard (holding broom) and 

Dobie (with buckets) clean the Residency verandah in Darwin, c1910s, taken by an unknown 

photographer.

(NTL: PH0190/0012 [D003028])

http://www.chia.chinesemuseum.com.au/objects/D003028.htm
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thousands of pineapples on barren, rock-strewn land that appears incapable of 

cultivation or any kind'.
113

  

 

White Australians also came into contact with Chinese Australians in the workplace and 

as a result photographs were taken and held in private collections of work groups that 

documented the kinship between work colleagues which included Chinese Australians. 

Alfred Searcy, who was Sub-Collector of Customs at Port Darwin for fourteen years, 

had a photograph in his collection of Customs staff, including some Chinese-Australian 

staff taken in 1895 around the time he left the Northern Territory.
114

 Percy Brown's 

collection contains a photograph of the people at the 'Monastery Mess' where he lived 

that includes an unidentified Chinese cook with a note in the caption indicting that he 

had since been 'sacked'.
115

 Roy Jarvis' collection contains a photographic snapshot of 

Ah Sui with another unidentified man of Chinese ancestry posed with Roy and a man 

identified as Bern Gafney in the yard of the Overland Telegraph Quarters.
116

 Willie Lee 

is similarly photographed with other power house workers in the 1940s and this 

photograph can be found in the collection of Ray Foskey who also appears in the 

photograph.
117

  

 

These photographs might also be imagined as organisational photographs that were part 

of documenting the membership and activities of the group. This genre of photography 

sits uneasily between souvenir news photography and family photography. Group 

portraits of political and community organisations in the Northern Territory, both 

Chinese Australian and other. Photographic portraits were taken of school classes and 

scout troops which included children who appear to have Chinese ancestry.
118

 A group 

portrait of committee members of the Northern Territory branch of the KMT was taken 

and then published in 1935 as part of illustrating the history of the development of the 
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organisation [Image 22].
119

 Members of sporting teams were regularly photographed 

and despite attempts in the Northern Territory to racially segregate sport, people of 

Asian and Indigenous ancestry played and were photographed in mixed sporting teams 

and competitions, and these were held in both white and Chinese-Australian photograph 

collections.
120

 During attempts to restrict 'coloured' participation in sport in the 1920s, 

Chinese Territorians also formed their own sporting associations and team portraits 

were taken of these teams and a souvenir news photograph of at least one of their 

matches.
121

 This shows that Chinese Australians were not only being photographed as 

members of local organizations, but were also establishing their own community 

organisations and creating similar photographic records. 

 

Involvement in public life led to the creation of formal and informal photographic 

portraits that documented the individuals and their activities. These photographs also 

might be viewed as organisational, souvenir news or family photographs depending on 

the context. These photographs might be captured by private individuals who felt the 

occasion worthy of documenting or memorialising, or they might be produced 

commercially as photographic postcards and a form of photo-journalism. It is often 

difficult to distinguish between commercially and privately-created postcards. Jessie 

Tamblyn, whose family lived in the Northern Territory from the 1880s to around 1921, 

had a photograph in her collection of the 'leading merchants' or 'gentlemen' of Darwin 

dated around 1910 which included Chinese Australians [Image 23].
122

 In 1905 a group 

of Chinese-Australian merchants were photographed at the Government Residency with 

Sir George Le Hunt (Governor of South Australia), Mr Justice Charles Edward Herbert 

(Government Resident), their wives and Hunt's aide de camp during the Le Hunts' 

                                                 

119
 Zhiming Chen, Zhongguo guo min dang Aozhou dang wu fa zhan shi kuang 

(中國國民黨澳洲黨務發展實况 [Historical outline of the development of Chinese KMT party affairs in 

Australasia]), Sydney, NSW, Zhongguo guomindang zhu ao zongzhibu, 1935, p.125. 
120

 Martinez, 'Ethnic policy and practice in Darwin', pp.137-138. Matthew Stephen, 'Darwin oval: Field of 

dreams, battleground for rights. Australian Rules Football in Darwin, 1916-1942', Oral History 

Association of Australia Journal, no. 29 (2007), pp.1-10. NTAS: NTRS 854, Photographs of Darwin and 

the Northern Territory ca1920-ca1930, Album 3, Page 15 [D002995]. NTL: PH0098/0001 [D002978]. 
121

 NTAS: NTRS 1854, Photographs of the Northern Territory 1860-1982, 340 [D003816]. Darwin 

Chung Wah Society rooms, framed oval portraits of the Darwin Chinese Recreation C[Club] c.1921; two 

portraits of the D.C.R.C. tennis team, 1950; portraits of D.C.R.C. sportmen 1950 season and runners up; 

portrait of D.C.R.C. soccer team in 1924. 
122

 Jessie Tamblyn's copyprint says that there are visiting dignitaries in the group. NTAS: NTRS 234, 

Photographic proof-sheets 1979-1985, CP 527 [D002532]. NTAS: NTRS 226, TS126, Typed transcripts 

of oral history interviews with 'TS' prefix 1979-ct, TAMBLYN, Jessie. 



Im
ag

e 
22

 -
 S

tu
d

io
 p

or
tr

ai
t 

of
 t

h
e 

of
fi

ce
 b

ea
re

rs
 o

f 
th

e 
D

ar
w

in
 b

ra
n

ch
 o

f 
th

e 
K

M
T

 t
ak

en
 s

om
e 

ti
m

e 
af

te
r 

19
24

 w
h

en
 t

h
e 

b
ra

n
ch

 f
or

m
ed

. A
s 

re
p

ro
d

u
ce

d
 in

 a
 h

is
to

ry
 o

f 
th

e 

A
u

st
ra

la
si

an
 K

M
T

 p
u

bl
is

h
ed

 in
 1

93
5.

 T
ak

en
 b

y 
an

 u
nk

no
w

n
 p

ho
to

gr
ap

h
er

.

(C
h

en
 Z

h
im

in
g,

 Z
h

on
gg

u
o 

gu
o 

m
in

 d
an

g 
A

oz
h

ou
 d

an
g 

w
u

 f
a 

zh
an

 s
h

i k
u

an
g 

(中
國
國
民
黨
澳
洲
黨
務
發
展
實
况

 [
H

is
to

ri
ca

l o
u

tl
in

e 
of

 t
h

e 
d

ev
el

op
m

en
t 

of
 C

h
in

es
e 

K
M

T
 p

ar
ty

 

af
fa

ir
s 

in
 A

u
st

ra
la

si
a]

),
 S

yd
n

ey
, Z

h
on

gg
u

o 
gu

om
in

d
an

g 
zh

u
 a

o 
zo

n
gz

h
ib

u
, 1

93
5)



  



Im
ag

e 
23

 -
 P

or
tr

ai
t 

of
 t

h
e 

le
ad

in
g 

m
er

ch
an

ts
 o

f 
D

ar
w

in
, c

19
10

 t
ak

en
 b

y 
an

 u
n

kn
ow

n
 p

ho
to

gr
ap

h
er

.

(N
T

A
S

, J
es

si
e 

T
am

b
ly

n
, N

T
R

S
 2

34
, C

P
 5

27
 [

D
00

25
32

])

http://www.chia.chinesemuseum.com.au/objects/D002532.htm


  



105 

visit.
123

 A copy of this photograph ended up in the private collection of Roger Bede 

Nott who was Government Administrator in the Northern Territory between 1961 and 

1964. Also in the private collection of Gordon Birt, who was a Darwin policeman, is a 

copy of a portrait taken of Dr W.P. Chen, the Chinese Consul-General during his visit to 

Darwin in 1932, with leading Chinese residents in the Chung Wah hall.
124

  

 

Chinese Australians who attained public fame because of their role in popular published 

accounts of life in the Northern Territory were also photographed as 'celebrities' as part 

of family and souvenir news photography. The enduring popularity of Mrs Aeneas 

Gunn's autobiographical novel, We of the Never-Never, first published in 1908, made 

the main 'characters' in the book, including Cheon her cook, well known around 

Australia. A number of photographs of Cheon were collected, and perhaps taken 

because of this fame.
125

 Jimmy Pan Quee (Panquee) was also well known in the 

Northern Territory. He was mentioned in a number of popular ballads and also in Bill 

Harney's biography North of 23 Degrees.
126

 Panquee initially managed a store in 

Darwin, before taking out a lease on the Daly River and establishing a peanut farm there 

and finally moving to Humpty Doo. He established relationships with a number of 

Indigenous women and raised a complex multi-racial family. While living on the Daly 

River he become notorious in the white Australian community for his sexual 

relationships with Aboriginal women, as a buffalo hunter and swindler. Bill Harney 

refers to Jimmy Panquee in the bush ballad 'Down by the Daly River Oh!' and historian 

Regina Ganter notes that he was also mentioned in a variation of 'Poor Bugger Me' and 

'Down on the Daly' (c1935). Pan Quee is the only man identified in two snapshot 

portraits of three men in the collection of C.W. Macpherson, which were perhaps also 

created because of his public profile.
127

 The photographs of Cheon and Pan Quee were 

of individuals who had come to the public notice, in part because of their Chinese 

ancestry.  
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A less numerous but nevertheless significant genre within nineteenth and twentieth 

century photographic portraiture in the Northern Territory was 'type' photography which 

were portraits of generic 'types' created by travellers and sojourners as part of travelling 

to other places. These 'type' photographs had their origins in both artistic and scientific 

visual fields. They were attempts to create images of typical examples of particular 

groups of people. By the time photographic technology developed in 1841, there was 

already a well established artistic tradition of genre painting in which human figures 

were depicted anonymously as economic types performing standardised everyday tasks 

in an artistic manner.
128

 Photographs that mimicked this genre of painting were also 

created. Historian Isobel Crombie refers to these photographic portraits as 'genre 

studies' and points out that the 'life studies' such as those of men from the Isle of Wight 

would have been just as exotic and unusual as the customs of those from another 

country.
129

 A hierarchical view of social life was implied within these representations as 

it was only the lower groups in the social hierarchy, whether classified by occupation, 

race or social status, who were represented. This tradition was also adopted by 

photographers in their work. Some early examples of occupational type photography 

produced in Australia included carte-de-visite portraits created in the 1870s of subjects 

such as postmen, butchers, thatchers, broom makers and blacksmiths.
130

 

 

The creation and use of much nineteenth-century type photography was also shaped by 

popular scientific opinion, within fields such as anthropology, psychiatry and 

criminology. These scientific fields sought to classify all aspects of the world and 

believed that the external features of the human body, particularly race, could reveal 

something of an individual's internal character. Prompted by theories such as Charles 

Darwin's in The Origin of the Species (1859), concepts of biological racial difference 

hardened during the 1860s and 1870s, and this prompted the systematic use of 

photography in scientific fields to measure and illustrate the characteristics of racial and 
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other groupings.
131

 Photographs of scientific racial types ranged from overtly scientific 

anthropometric images that used rulers, grids and other systems to facilitate 

comparisons between photographs, through to populist cartes de visite that were used as 

souvenirs and might show an artistic portrait of a 'typical native'.
132

 The distinction 

between these kinds of photographs of racial types was further blurred by the purchase 

of photographs created for the general public by scientists for research purposes and the 

collection of scientific anthropological photographs by educated and 'armchair' 

travellers as part of their less formal engagement with these scientific ideas.
133

 By the 

end of the nineteenth century, scientists and particularly anthropologists were beginning 

to abandon the use of photographs of racial types as a scientific method.  

 

Racial and occupational type photography, however, continued to flourish until well 

into the twentieth century within souvenir and travel photography. It was within this 

visual space that Chinese Australians were photographed but not consistently until the 

twentieth century. From the Northern Territory's early settlement, photographs of racial 

types, from scientific through to popular forms, were an important way of 

photographing Indigenous people.
134

 This was not the case for Chinese Australians who 

were linked racially to China and so were photographed for scientific purposes there 

rather than in Australia.
135

 Type photographs were created by commercial and amateur 

photographers and collected as prints and postcards in the private collections of 

travellers and 'armchair' travellers. These photographs were also described as 'views and 
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costumes', 'scenes and types' and 'genre studies' within commercial photography.
136 

They operated in photographic albums as a counterpart to civic and view photography, 

except that they represented people rather than places. They were never as popular as 

civic and view photography. Many more photographs of Cavenagh Street, the main 

temple in Darwin and Chinese gardens survive in the extant photographic record than 

those of Chinese type photographs. Nancy Micklewright makes a similar observation 

about nineteenth-century photography in Algeria.
137

 She found that while type 

photographs or 'views of local people in their surroundings' have been a focus of 

twentieth-century scholarly attention, they represent only a tiny proportion of the 

photographs in albums and collections which are dominated by 'views of landscape, 

townscapes and important monuments'.  

 

These souvenir type photographs were attempts to depict people 'typical' of a place, 

often employed in particular kinds of occupations or engaging in certain kinds of 

activities.
138

 They continued to carry meanings associated with their origins as scientific 

objects, even though they were no longer useful for scientific purposes. Within souvenir 

or travel photography, portraits such as these were more about capturing the essence of 

a particular place than representing the individual photographed. A major feature of 

these photographs is the emotional distance that exists between the photographer and 

the viewer and the photographic subject. These were photographs of an 'other' and this 

can sometimes be observed in the way the photographic subject engages, or does not 

engage, with the camera. The subjects photographed were not viewed as known 

individuals but as generic types.
139

A preliminary examination of photograph collections 

in the United States suggests that Chinese commonly featured in occupational type 

photographs. This was not the case in Australia and very few kinds of type photograph 

were found in the Northern Territory.  
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One group of Northern Territory photographs that can be read as type photographs show 

Chinese men walking along the street with tamed buffalo. A number of these 

photographs were produced commercially as postcards and their popularity in private 

collections suggests they were capturing something typical about Darwin life that 

resonated with the general public. Elsie Masson describes - ‘A wood-cart, drawn by a 

solemn black buffalo with a tan-coloured old Chinaman crawling alongside; passes on 

its way home’ as part of the typical things that are to be seen in Darwin.
140

 In many of 

these photographs the buffalo is being led by a rope and is carting wood.
141

 Others show 

buffalo carting dried fish and bamboo, or Chinese using horses instead of buffalo.
142

 

The focus of each of these images shifts between the Chinese man or men to the buffalo 

according to captions used, view selected and placement of these photographs in 

ordered collections suggesting interest in both as subjects. These photographs suggest 

Chinese Australians were the main people to tame and use buffalo for work purposes 

and they are sometimes present in photographs incidentally because of this.  

 

Buffalo were photographed because they were a distinctive feature of the Northern 

Territory, and their exotic origins also marked the colony's well-known links with Asia 

and the tropics. Buffalo were first introduced to Port Essington from Timor and when 

the settlement was abandoned its buffalo were left to run wild.
143

 By the late nineteenth 

century buffalo herds were thriving in sufficient numbers that a small buffalo hide 

industry developed and buffalo hunting became one of the pastimes of visitors to the 
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Northern Territory.
144

 In the early 1920s to mid-1930s a ballad about hunting buffalo, 

‘Down on the Daly River O’ or ‘The Buffalo Hunters’, circulated and buffalo were 

often mentioned in published memoirs illustrating the importance of buffalo and buffalo 

hunting in how the Northern Territory was imagined.
145

 In addition to photographs of 

tame buffalo with their Chinese owners, photographs were also taken of buffalo hunting 

trips and of tethered buffalo.
146

 

 

These generic 'type' photographs of Chinese with their tamed buffalo also had additional 

layers of meanings. The small size of Darwin's population meant that as well as, or 

perhaps instead of, representing a 'type' these photographs were also of known 

individuals and perhaps memorialised more personal experiences and relationships with 

these buffalo handlers. Photograph captions show that in the early decades of the 

twentieth century there were only one or two Chinese in Darwin who used buffalo to 

collect and cart wood. A handwritten note on the back of one of Laurence Donnison's 

postcards reads: 'Chinaman who gathers rot [?] wood in the scrub & brings it into 

Darwin to sell as firewood, has a tamed buffalow [sic], which does, instead of a horse. 

There is also another in the town, tamed for the same purpose'.
147

 For Donnison, this 

postcard, which was one of the postcards of the broken-down car mentioned above, was 

collected at least in part because it showed a particular man and his buffalo. Donnison 

may not have been personally acquainted with the man, but he was nevertheless able to 

distinguish between the different Chinese carriers and does not view the man in the 

photograph as just an anonymous 'type'.
148

 It is only where photographs have been 

specifically annotated that these more personal motivations behind souveniring buffalo 

photographs are revealed. The absence of detailed information about who was 
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photographed, when, and the specifics of where and why, on other photographs has 

turned most of these photographs, regardless of why they were created and used, into 

timeless representations that link Chinese with the occupation of buffalo taming and 

carting as an occupational type typical of Darwin and the Northern Territory. 

 

Photographs of Chinese and their tamed buffalo were also used to comment on the 

progress and perhaps lack of progress in the Northern Territory. The handwritten 

caption on the back of one such photograph reads: 'A Chinaman and his fast Buffalo'.
149

 

It seems to elude to the slow pace of life in the Northern Territory and perhaps mock 

Chinese for their decision to use such slow creatures. Buffalo were also contrasted with 

the modernity of the motor car. Elsie Masson described how the ‘Chinaman’s buffaloes 

rolled resentful eyes’ at the first car that travelled to Darwin.
150

 Another popular 

photographic postcard shows three white men changing the wheel on an early T-model 

Ford while other members of the party approach a Chinese man with his buffalo and 

wagon. In some prints this postcard is captioned 'Old & New Darwin N.T.', and in 

others 'Slower but surer' [Image 24]. This postcard seems to be a wry comment on the 

slow progress of colonisation being made in the Northern Territory, for it shows a car, 

the symbol of white progress and technology, bogged in the mud while the pre-

industrial ways symbolised by the Chinese with his buffalo continue to move slowly 

forward.
151

  

 

This 'Old & New Darwin N.T.' postcard, created after the transfer of the Northern 

Territory to Federal government control, also seems to comment on a shift in Federal 

policy towards the Chinese in northern Australia from the nineteenth to early twentieth 

century. The attitudes of Mrs Harriet Daly, who lived in the Northern Territory in the 

early 1870s, but whose account draws on information from government reports up until 

1887 when her book was published, provides an example of the views dominant in the 
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nineteenth century that supported Chinese immigration to the Northern Territory. She 

could envisage a time when:  

 

…the entire coast-line' might become a 'sea of waving palms, with 

Chinese and Malay villages fringing the shores…with plantations of 

pepper, of gambier, and of tapioca and rice, the Northern Territory, 

backed up by the unswerving energy of the Australian squatter, miner 

and planters, will present a spectacle almost unknown in the scheme of 

British colonisation.
152

  

 

These views still existed in the early twentieth century, particularly within the Northern 

Territory itself, but were increasingly being disregarded in public discourse in favour of 

the white settlement of the Northern Territory. As adventurer Francis Birtles, who 

believed Chinese made a negative contribution to the colonisation of the Northern 

Territory, noted in one of his travelogues: 'If you speak against the Chow [Chinese] in 

Darwin you will be told that he is indispensable, and he will be defended on very 

untenable grounds'.
153

 One of the motivations behind Birtles' bicycle trips to northern 

Australia, which occurred just before the transfer of the Northern Territory, was because 

he thought that: 

 

…it would be a good thing if someone would bring the matter [the 

question of coloured labour in northern Australia] down to a practical 

basis by exploring the districts under discussion and finding out the 

possibilities of planting a white population in the northern lands that lay 

between us and those Asiatic hordes who might at any moment swarm 

across the Torres Strait and invade our unguarded shores.
154

  

 

The 'Old & New Darwin N.T.' postcard can therefore be read as showing a vision of 

'old' Darwin which accepted the Chinese and his buffalo in contrast to a faltering 'new' 

vision of Darwin in which progress was achieved through technology rather than 

Chinese labour. A comment on government policy in the Northern Territory.  
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Image 24 - Black and white postcard titled 'Old & New Darwin, N.T.', c1915-1920, taken by an 

unknown photographer.

(NTL: PH0252/0002 [D002361])

http://www.chia.chinesemuseum.com.au/objects/D002361.htm
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Francis Birtles also used a number of photographic portraits of Chinese Australians 

constructed as generic types as illustrations in his book, Lonely Lands: Through the 

Heart of Australia, in order to publicly comment on government policy about the role of 

Chinese in the Northern Territory. He used them to support his written argument that 

the Chinese settlement of the Northern Territory was ubiquitous and undesirable. His 

use of photographs in this way is similar to Elsie Masson and Baldwin Spencer's use of 

photographs of the Cavenagh Street area in Darwin in their memoirs as discussed in the 

previous chapter. His book was published as a travelogue of his round trip by bicycle 

from Sydney to far north Queensland, across to Darwin and back to Sydney through 

Alice Springs, Adelaide and Melbourne in 1909. It was also a vehicle for him to 

contribute to national public debate about the suitability of Chinese settlement in 

northern Australia. He was one of the most outspoken commentators against Chinese 

settlement in northern Australia, but rather than ignoring or downplaying the Chinese 

presence in the Northern Territory he sets out to show how pervasive it was, visually as 

well as in words. Six out of the ten photographs used to illustrate his chapter titled 'Port 

Darwin' were of Chinese subject matter. Many of these were snapshot portraits of 

Chinese Australian types walking the streets of Darwin such as: 'CHINESE 

SHOPKEEPER IN CHINATOWN', 'THE GARBAGE MAN', 'HIS EVENING 

STROLL', 'FRUIT MERCHANT - DARWIN STUDIES', 'TOWN CRIER, 

PALMERSTON, N.T.'.
155

 One photograph of 'A STREET SCENE, PORT DARWIN, 

N.T.' shows a man in Chinese dress walking away from the camera.
156

 These are also 

not portraits of individuals and it is clear that Birtles has taken these photographs in 

secret and without permission as none of the subjects pose for the camera. 

 

Rather than capturing typicality, these photographs are more about documenting the 

Chinese presence in Darwin, and were being used to support Birtles belief that 'signs of 

the Chinese invasion were everywhere'. There is nothing particularly special about the 

individuals and types Birtles has selected to photograph, except that they are Chinese. 

They are not Chinese types that were identified by other authors or photographers in the 

Northern Territory. The photographs support the text of the chapter on Darwin that they 

illustrate which is perhaps summed up by one of the subheadings of the chapter: 'The 
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Aggressive Celestial Settlement in the Northern Territory'. His written account 

constructs Chinese-Australian success as something that was not beneficial to the 

Northern Territory or Australia. As he writes: 'Around Darwin the Chinese have all the 

good land, which they till in a primitive way, producing chiefly bananas and pineapples. 

Fruit, however, is very dear…'.
157

 Similarly, he uses fairly innocuous photographic 

portraits of Chinese Australians in Darwin to support anti-Chinese views about the 

future colonisation of the Northern Territory.  

 

Minor differences in how everyday Chinese Australians were represented in four 

commercial photographic postcards that depict scenes of 'real life' give these particular 

photographs very different meanings to those taken by Francis Birtles and make them 

more than just generic scenes. Evidence suggests they were taken by commercial 

photographer, Edward Reichenbach (popularly known simply as 'Ryko' or 'Ted Ryko') 

around 1914.
158

 Ryko came to Darwin after breaking the overland record cycling from 

Adelaide to Darwin in June 1914 in 18 days and 7 minutes. He then stayed on after this 

to run a photographic studio in Darwin and was known for heading off with his camera 

on bicycle trips of six to seven hundred kilometres 'at a few moments notice'.
159

 

According to his advertising material in the Northern Territory Times and Gazette 

'tame, wild, remote, rare, native, historical, scientific, and real life' photographs were 

available for sale.
160

 An advertising slip in his government security file reads '2500 

RARE Photographic Postcards of AUSTRALIAN TROPICAL REMOTE AND 

NATIVE LIFE To Select from'.
161

 Three of the photographs show Chinese children 

playing in the street, including 'Chinese one man sawmill' in which the same group of 

children are prominent in the foreground of a photograph of a sawmill.
162

 The fourth 
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photograph in a different collection shows men relaxing under a shop verandah in 

Cavenagh Street, one man smiles at the camera and another is laughing.
163

 

 

These commercial postcards contain layers of meaning. Their captions draw attention to 

the Chinese ancestry of the subjects, 'Settling differences in a Chinese Alley', 'Chinese 

one man sawmill Darwin NT', 'Footpath. China town. Darwin N.T.' and 'It's a Long 

Way to Tipperary. Chinese enthusiasts, Darwin, N.T.'. The title of 'It's a Long Way to 

Tipperary' recalls a song about a homesick Irish expatriate in London that was popular, 

with Chinese and other Australians alike, at the time the postcard was created.
164

 It is 

perhaps a joke about the cart's ability to travel long distances or an observation about 

how different life in the Northern Territory was, perhaps due to its Chinese population, 

compared to the traveller's home, be it Tipperary or Melbourne. These photographs also 

easily fall into the humorous and 'cute' genre of photographic postcards of young 

children that were common during the postcard craze that peaked around the time these 

postcards were created.
165

 The Chinese subjects in the photographs, both children and 

adults, appear comfortable with the photographer, particularly in the 'Footpath' postcard 

which shows men laughing under a Cavenagh Street verandah [Image 25]. They seem 

to laugh, either at being photographed or at something the photographer has said. Either 

way they engage with the photographer and look relaxed. Ryko's photographic studio 

was located in Cavenagh Street and so it is certainly possible he knew these men, at 

least by sight. This interest and engagement with culture and the use of humorous 

narrative in these images was also evident in Ryko's photographs of Indigenous 

people.
166

 These are photographs in which Chinese Australians in the Northern 

Territory are represented as Chinese but at the same time everyday members of Darwin 

street life.  
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A number of photographs were taken in the Northern Territory of unidentified Chinese 

men standing outside using shoulder poles appear to be 'type' photographs but there is 

insufficient information to make this judgement definitively.
167

 In these photographs the 

subjects generally wear at least one element of iconic Chinese-style dress such as a 

loose-fitting knotted-buttoned top with loose-fitting trousers or a conical straw hat. In 

some photographs the men carry a load of wood or hay.
168

 In others they appear to be 

hawkers with baskets hanging from their shoulder poles [Image 26].
169

 A couple of 

prints show two Chinese men on foot using shoulder poles to carry their luggage as they 

travel through the Northern Territory.
170

 These photographs are commonly grouped 

with other 'Chinese-related' photographs in private and travel collections.
171

 These 

images draw on and reinforce the iconic western image of the 'Chinaman', found on 

willow-pattern plates, that dates back to the seventeenth century. 

 

As with the buffalo photographs, there is a little evidence that some of these 

photographs might also have been taken of known individuals or to mark a relationship 

with that individual, such as the portrait of 'Georgie' using shoulder poles in the Moyle 

family collection.
172

 It is known that hawkers regularly visited Darwin homes and 

developed friendly relationships with their customers, and so it is possible some of these 

men may have been photographed for that reason, in the same way that Chinese 

gardeners and servants were. Kate Bagnall's observations about the close relationships 

that sometimes formed between white women and Chinese vegetable salesmen in 
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Image 25 - Unidentified men sitting under a Cavenagh Street verandah, c1914, believed to be taken 

by Edward Frederick Reichenbach ('Ryko').

(NAA: M105, 45 [D003009])

http://www.chia.chinesemuseum.com.au/objects/D003009.htm


  



Image 26 - Unidentified Chinese hawker with shoulder poles in the Northern Territory, perhaps in 

Darwin, c1910-1920, taken by an unknown photographer.

(NTL: PH0190/0028 [D002538])

http://www.chia.chinesemuseum.com.au/objects/D002538.htm
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Victoria and New South Wales is also applicable to the northern Australia.
173

 Elsie 

Masson, for example, provided a lengthy description in the chapter, 'A woman's life in 

Darwin', about the interaction between a Darwin housewife and the fruit and vegetable 

seller who sells 'English' and 'Chinese' vegetables door-to-door and also explains how to 

cook Chinese vegetables.
174

 

 

At around the time that the Northern Territory was transferred to Federal control there 

was a noticeable increase in the creation of new kinds of photographs that depicted 

particularly 'Chinese' subject matter, such as men with shoulder poles, with their tamed 

buffalo, in Chinese New Year processions, inside Chinese temples. This can partly be 

explained by improvements in photographic technology and an expansion in the nature 

of photographs that could now be taken but this does not explain why particular kinds of 

photographs were favoured. It also appears to have been the product of a nostalgia felt 

by white Australians for what was seen as the inevitable 'disappearance' of the Chinese 

population in Australia. By the late 1880s legislation was in place across Australia, 

including the Northern Territory, that restricted Chinese immigration. From the 1890s, 

the numbers of Chinese Australians in the Northern Territory and their proportion of the 

total non-Indigenous population slowly declined. It was anticipated and hoped that the 

Chinese population of the Northern Territory would soon 'disappear' and so white 

Australians were now safe to now feel nostalgic about this 'disappearance'.  

 

Elsie Masson's memoirs are a good example of this nostalgia. She visited the Northern 

Territory just after its formal transfer in 1911. She viewed Chinese Territorians as a 

harmful presence but also a fast disappearing exoticism that would soon be replaced 

with 'courageous' and 'cheerful' white settlers.
175

 As she wrote:  

 

The last Asiatics will die or return to their homes and the strange flavour 

of the East will pass away. No longer in a nook among the ranges will 
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one come upon a little brushwood Chinese hut, with red paper prayers 

stuck over the door, blue jars glimmering faintly through a smoky 

interior, and the owner chattering a voluble greeting from the threshold. 

No longer, from between rows of pineapples, will the lean figure of a 

Chinese market gardener, with peaked straw hat and glistening copper 

body, straighten itself to watch the strangers pass; or a crowd of gaudily 

dressed China boys and girls, like a flock of bright parroquets [sic], run 

to the gate to call "To shin.".
176

 

 

Masson's book is illustrated with three photographs with Chinese subject matter: 

'CHILDREN OF CHINATOWN' which is a portrait of two unidentified toddlers in 

Chinese festival dress and 'CHIN QUE AVENUE, CHINATOWN, DARWIN' of a 

laneway [Image 7 in Chapter 1] and 'A WOOD-CART DRAWN BY A SOLEMN 

BLACK BUFFALO' of an unidentified Chinese man with his tamed buffalo. 

 

This nostalgia was expressed in an increased interest in photographing what were 

viewed as particularly 'Chinese' activities, places or dress in order to capture and 

preserve them before they were gone. Some of these particularly 'Chinese' photographs 

emerged from the late 1890s, but they became particularly popular in the commercial 

postcards, publications and in white-Australian collections after the transfer of the 

Northern Territory to federal government control in 1911. This nostalgic interest in 

Chinese Australian continued until well into the twentieth century as Chinese-

Australian communities in the Northern Territory did not disappear with the rapidity 

predicted by commentators such as Masson. As time progressed, this nostalgia was 

converted into a nostalgia for the passing of 'Chinese' culture, rather than the population 

itself. This was particularly the case in Darwin after the heavy bombing and vandalism 

during World War II and was expressed as late as the 1940s in the photographs and 

writings of Walkabout journalist Ernestine Hill.
177

  

 

As part of this nostalgia and curiosity about Chinese as an exotic and different 

subgroup, white Australians created photographs in the twentieth century that recorded 

and documented an imagined nineteenth-century Chinese population. The interest was 

                                                 

176
 Masson, An Untamed Territory, p.179. 

177
 Ernestine Hill, 'Driving around Darwin', Walkabout, vol. 2, no. 9 (1 July 1936), pp.40-41. Hill, 'The 

dragon doors of Pan Ku'. University of Queensland, Fryers Library: Papers of Ernestine Hill, UQFL18, 

18/1618 (Box 31), 18/1633 (box 31) and 18/107 (folder 3), 18/153 (folder 4), 18/1632 (box 31) 

[D002370, D002933, D003079, D003081]. 
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in capturing what was being lost and so Chinese Australians continued to be represented 

in photography in the past tense, even though, as demonstrated in this chapter, 

photographs that represented Chinese Australians as modern Australians, Chinese or 

even Chinese Australians were created. These other kinds of photographs either did not 

circulate publicly or else did not capture the public imagination in its efforts to 

remember Chinese Australians as different from other Australians. 

 

In many ways Chinese Australians were photographed in the same ways as other 

Australians, but it is also clear that notions about race also influenced the kinds of 

photographs created, the ways they were used and distributed and how people read 

photographs when they saw them. Race formed a huge apparatus that defined federated 

Australia, which was most powerfully institutionalised in government legislation, 

particularly the restriction of Chinese immigration. The following chapter develops the 

role of identification photography in the administration of exemptions under 

immigration restrictions in Australia. 
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3. Official Identification Photography 

Official identification photographs were a key feature of a travelling exhibition, Alien 

Edwardians: Chinese Immigrants and the Commonwealth Government 1901-1920, 

developed by the National Archives of Australia in 1993.1  The exhibition explored 

federal government documentation related to the restriction of Chinese immigration to 

Victoria between 1901, when Australian federated, and 1920. The identification 

photograph chosen to headline the exhibition, however, was a portrait of an unidentified 

man with this three children taken in Launceston, Tasmania around December 1900 

created as part of Victorian colonial, not federal, legislation [Image 27]. This 

photograph, and a number of other late nineteenth-century photographs in the exhibition 

from the same colonial series, shared more visual characteristics with private family 

portraits than the more regulated head-and-shoulder portraits taken full frontal and in 

full profile typically used on identification documentation under Immigration 

Restriction Act 1901 [Image 28]. 

 

When identification photographs were first introduced in Victoria in the late nineteenth 

century these photographs were not standardised as they came to be in the early 

twentieth century. Identification photography was one element in an evolving system of 

tools used to administer the changing nature of exemptions under colonial and then 

federal immigration restrictions. The procedures employed under the Immigration 

Restriction Act 1901 had their origins in the systems used by governments in each of the 

Australian colonies, particularly those of Victoria which had developed out of 

documentation used to apply for naturalisation. These systems developed independently 

but contributed to a wider transnational 'conversation' with other white-settler colonies, 

such as New Zealand and the United States, about the best way to regulate Chinese 

immigration. From the mid-nineteenth century identification photography was also 

being adopted in many other areas including prison registers, on travel documents and 

on season passes for international exhibitions. A comparison of these different kinds of 

identification photographs illustrates how a balance is reached between the repressive 

                                                 

1  Alien Edwardians: Chinese Immigrants and the Commonwealth Government 1901-1920 travelling 
exhibition, National Archives of Australia, 1993. Notes on exhibition courtesy Museum of Chinese 
Australian History. See also: John M. Petersen, 'Alien Edwardians: Chinese Immigrants, White Australia 
and Victorian Customs Officials 1901-1920', Australian Customs History Journal, no. 5 (November 
1993). 
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and emancipatory nature of each of these forms of identification photography depending 

on their function. When placed within their historical, functional and spatial contexts, 

identification photographs used to administer restrictions on Chinese immigration share 

many similarities with the modern passport. It was not, at least initially, prospective 

Chinese immigrants who were photographed, but only those who looked 'Chinese' but 

were otherwise were entitled to stay in Australia as Australians, albeit disenfranchised 

ones.  

 

The significance of understanding the distinction between identification photographs as 

photographs of individuals with Chinese ancestry and those of Australians is illustrated 

by another very popular travelling exhibition, Forgotten Faces and the Law, launched 

in April 2005 by the Public Record Office of Victoria in partnership with the Golden 

Dragon Museum in Bendigo. Dominating the exhibition were large reproductions of 

portraits taken of 'Chinese men imprisoned in the colony of Victoria between the 1870s 

and 1900' [Image 29]. Accompanying each portrait was a short biography drawn 

primarily from court and prisoner documentation. As is clear from the faces of the men 

in these photographs, these prisoners had no choice about being photographed and little 

choice about the way in which they were represented in the photograph.2 Once printed 

they became part of a larger archive used by police to identify recalcitrant criminals. By 

deliberately pulling photographs of Chinese prisoners from the wider prison archive the 

exhibition represents Chinese as criminals and powerless victims of government 

bureaucracy and obscures the fact that Chinese, in this instance, were being treated the 

same as other Australians. 

 

Although nineteenth-century legislators in Australia wanted to exclude Chinese 

immigrants as a 'race', the legislation they implemented to achieve this drew on 

distinctions between different groups of Chinese. In simplistic terms, in order to restrict 

further Chinese immigration bureaucrats needed to be able to distinguish between new 

Chinese immigrants and Chinese Australians who were exempt from these restrictions. 
                                                 
2 Some prisoners still tried to control the way they were represented in prisoner photographs. As early as 
1872 the Sydney Morning Herald reported on the reluctance of prisoners of Darlinghurst prison in New 
South Wales to be photographed. Anne-Marie Willis also quotes a writer in the Age in 1902 who 
criticised the usefulness of photography for identifying prisoners because of their ability to manipulate 
their appearance. Sydney Morning Herald, 10 January 1872. Thank you to Alan Davies for drawing my 
attention to this article. Anne-Marie Willis, Picturing Australia: A History of Photography, Sydney, 
NSW, Angus and Robertson Publishers, 1988, p.98.3 Illustrated Australian News, 16 April 1887. 



Image 27 - Photograph of unidentified man with three children used to headline Alien Edwardians:  

Chinese Immigrants and the Commonwealth Government 1901-1920 taken by Burrows & Co in 

Quadrant, Launceston, Tasmania.

(NAA: B6443, 1289 [D001507])

http://www.chia.chinesemuseum.com.au/objects/D001507.htm


  



Image 28 - Louey Young's Certificate Exempting from Dictation Test with photographs taken by 

unidentified photographer issued 1910.

(NAA: B13, 1910/2177)
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This conundrum was well understood at the time as is demonstrated in a cartoon 

published in the Illustrated Australian News in 1887, titled 'A Purely Australian View'. 

The image shows a Chinese man with shoulder poles presenting a document to a 

customs officer on the docks. The dialogue reads:  

 

Customs Officer (to Chinaman, just arrived): "Now John, hand over your 
poll tax!"  
 
John (showing his Hong Kong naturalisation certificate): "No savee poll-
tax. You lookee my paper. Me Blitish citizen."  
 
Chorus of Ignorant Native Australians: "A British citizen why he's just as 
yellow as the other beggar".3 

 

The characteristics of those who were exempt from restrictions varied in the different 

colonies at different times. In Victoria, for example, the poll tax introduced in 1855 and 

the residence tax introduced in 1857 implicitly did not apply to women or children 

under twelve.4 The Chinese Act 1881 formally introduced the concept of exemptions 

and these were granted to Chinese immigrants who were British subjects, had been 

naturalised in Victoria, were officials of the Chinese government or members of ships' 

crews. By 1882 it was suggested in parliament that provision in the Act be made for the 

Governor in Council5 (henceforth 'Governor') to make rules and regulations and that this 

be used to exempt any Chinese 'resident here for many years' or a 'British-born subject' 

from the Act.6 It is not known if this concession was formally implemented before the 

passing of the Chinese Act 1888 under which the Governor had the power to exempt 

'from time to time', by proclamation, 'any person or class of person'. Those specifically 

not covered by the Act were government diplomats, ships' crews, those who were 'for 

the time being exempted' and Chinese naturalised in Victoria. 

 

                                                 

4 An Act to make provision for certain Immigrants 1855, no.39 (Vic) and An Act to regulate the residence 

of the Chinese Population in Victoria 1857, no.41 (Vic.). These Acts were consolidated and amended in 
1859. An Act to consolidate and amend the Laws affecting the Chinese emigrating to or resident in 

Victoria 1859, no.80 (Vic.). 
5 The term 'Governor in Council' refers to the Governor who officially acts with the advice of the 
Executive Council. 'Governor and Executive Council', Department of Premier and Cabinet website, http:// 
www.dpc.vic.gov.au/CA256D8000265E1A/page/About+Cabinet-Governor+and+Executive+Council! 
OpenDocument&1=70-About+Cabinet~&2=40-Governor+and+Executive+Council~&3=~, accessed 17 
September 2007. 
6 Victorian Parliamentary Debates, 1882, vol.39, p.422. 
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The differences between new Chinese immigrants and Chinese exempt under the 

various Acts was not something that could be visually read from the 'body' crossing the 

border. Phrenologists and anthropologists may have believed they could read and 

categorise bodies in order to determine 'race' and 'personality traits' in the mid-

nineteenth century but by the late nineteenth century legislators, bureaucrats and the 

general public knew that in practice this could not be done. Proof of residency, birth 

place or naturalisation all took a written form and these had to be linked to the body of 

person that it referred to, who wished to enter or leave the colony. Officials needed to 

establish that the incoming 'body's' identity was the same identity as the one described 

on the written document. In other words, an identification document was needed. 

 

Identification photographs were first applied to identification documents used for 

exemption under immigration legislation in Victoria in the early 1890s under the 1890 

Chinese Act (a consolidation of the Chinese Immigration Restriction Act 1888) or 

perhaps slightly earlier. Applications created under this Act have not been located. An 

etching on the cover of the Illustrated Australian News on 1 October 1892 shows a 

Customs inspector looking at a Chinese man, holding papers in one hand and a portrait 

in the other [Image 30] and an article on the Victorian Customs and Excise Department 

published the end of 1895 in the Illustrated Australian News also notes that: 'If no 

photograph is attached or any suspicion of bona fides is aroused the examiner proceeds 

to catechize'.7 A 1908 case file also contains an 1898 application for exemption by Foon 

Kee with a photograph.8 When interviewed in 1911, Chung Tchay said that Charles 

Powell Hodges helped him obtain his exemption certificate and that his photograph was 

taken at the 'Customs House'. If his statement is correct, then at some time prior to 1905 

(the year Hodges died) the Customs Office either employed its own photographer or a 

photographer was made available to take identification photographs for travel purposes 

in the Customs building.9  

 

Annotations on a number of photographs in the B6443 series, which contains exemption 

photographs that relate to travel undertaken between 1899 and 1901, suggest they were 

                                                 

7 Illustrated Australian News, 1 October 1892, 1 December 1895. 
8 NAA: B13, 1908/9272. 
9 NAA: MP56/12, item 6. Charles Hodges obituary, The Age, 5 April 1905. A search of the Customs 
payroll did not offer any evidence of a photographer on the payroll. 



Image 30 - Customs officer holding a photographic portrait from the cover of Illustrated Australian  

News.

(Illustrated Australian News, 1 October 1892. Newspapers Collection, State Library of Victoria. 

[D000751])

http://www.chia.chinesemuseum.com.au/objects/D001751.htm
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reused from earlier exemption applications. They offer evidence that photographs were 

being used on exemption certificates perhaps as early as 1884, predating the Chinese 

Immigration Restriction Act 1888 [Image 31]. The photograph of Ah Yung indicates 

that he returned to Victoria after trips on 27 June 1895 and 17 May 1901. Lee Saw's 

photograph was used when he returned from a trip on 7 November 1900 and possibly 

earlier on 7 August 1893. George Young's portrait was possibly used on his return to 

Victoria in 21 May 1884, however it is also feasible that these annotations were added 

well after these earlier trips.10  

 

In the mid to late 1890s officials also began attaching photographs to naturalisation 

certificates, at least in an ad hoc manner to prove the owners were exempt from travel 

restrictions. This continued under the Immigration Restriction Act 1901. Naturalised 

Chinese were one of the categories of Chinese who were permitted to enter Victoria 

under both the Chinese Act 1881 and the Chinese Immigration Restriction Act 1888. In 

1911, when James Chee was interviewed as he tried to enter Victoria, he told Customs 

officials that a photograph was attached to his naturalisation certificate about sixteen 

years earlier, which would have been in 1895, roughly ten years after his certificate was 

issued. 11  It is difficult to be certain of the accuracy of this date as there were 

discrepancies in the dates provided in his interview and it appears his handprint was 

subsequently added to the certificate when he returned to Australia after a trip overseas 

in 1904.  

 

In 1903 when officials examined Ah Ham's 1883 naturalisation certificate they also 

found a photograph which was probably attached in 1896 or earlier.12 Officials were 

confused because Ah Ham also allegedly used the name Ah Keen. They were able to 

confirm the photograph was that of Ah Ham who was applying for domicile, but they 

were still not convinced he was the same man as Ah Keen who applied for the 

naturalisation certificate in 1883, without checking with Mr Ingram who was the Justice 

of the Peace who approved the application. There is no evidence to suggest photographs 

were used as part of the application process for naturalisation and little to indicate how 

                                                 

10 NAA: B6443, 1115, 1249 and 1038 [DD001352, D001473 and D001286]. 
11 NAA: MP56/12, item 6. 
12 NAA: B13, 1903/1479 (note that it appears that the two files have been mistakenly grouped together as 
that of Ah Hin and Ah Ham). 
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regulated the practice of attaching photographs to naturalisation certificates was. A few 

cancelled Victorian and New South Wales naturalisation records have photographs 

securely fastened onto them but most do not [Image 32].13  

 

All that distinguishes most of these early exemption photographs from late nineteenth-

century studio portraiture are the handwritten annotations on the front and back of the 

prints, the rough trimming of card mount edges and holes punched in the corner of card 

mounts. A closer examination of series B6443 used for exemption purposes between 

1899 and 1901 in Victoria shows that aside from the provision of a portrait there appear 

to have been no constraints on the nature of the portrait taken.14  

 

As subjects provided their own portraits they had the freedom to choose who took their 

photograph, the format of the photograph and also how they dressed and presented 

themselves in front of the camera. The most striking is William Nean's portrait which 

shows him posed on a bicycle in full racing attire.15 Most subjects chose to have their 

portraits taken at a photographic studio with a painted backdrop and decorated with 

furniture that met respectable middle class ideals, but two applicants submitted outdoor 

portraits.16 Applicants had their photographs taken at a wide range of photographic 

studios around Melbourne and across Victoria, indicating that they did not concentrate 

their business in 'Chinese-friendly' studios, although some did favour particular 

photographic studios.17  

 

The majority of the photographs in series B6443 are in the cabinet-card format that was 

popular at the time, fifteen of them are in the economical, slightly older carte-de-visite 

format and there is one tintype. There is some variation in the size of the photographic 

print attached to the cards and some variation in the size of the card. One portrait, for 

                                                 
13 NAA: A801, 3027, 2166 and 2377 [D002321, D002322, D002320]; NAA: A806, 1884/90, 1883/291 
[D002318, D002319]. 
14 The dates of this series are based on the dates written on the photographs. The photographs may have 
been taken earlier than this, although all correspond to late nineteenth century photographic portraiture.  
15 NAA: B6443, 1139 [D001375]. For further discussion of this portrait see Sophie Couchman, 'Riding 
with the best of them: Chinese Australians and cycling in Australia', in Clare Simpson (ed.), Scorchers, 

Ramblers and Rovers: Australasian Cycling in Histories, Melbourne, Vic, Australian Society for Sports 
History Inc, 2006, pp.61-65. 
16 NAA: B6443, 1005 and 1248 [D001170 and D001472]. 
17 In Sydney, for example, Jane Lydon mentions that Chinese in Sydney's Rocks area often went to Henry 
Maguire who ran The Anthony Studio at 196 George Street. Jane Lydon, Many Inventions: The Chinese 

in the Rocks 1890-1930, Melbourne, Vic, Monash Publications in History, 1999, p.158. 



Image 31 - George Young's photograph used to apply for exemption under the Chinese Act 1890 

taken by John Lay of Eaglehawk in Victoria. Note the earlier exemption number of 2801 and date 

of 21 May 1884 written on the photograph. 'George Young' has also been handwritten on the back.

(NAA: B6443, 1038 [D001286])

http://www.chia.chinesemuseum.com.au/objects/D001286.htm
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example, has a squarish card mount.18 Four photographs have no mount or backing. 

They may have been presented like this or have become detached from the backing. The 

tintype, also called a ferrotype, is a collodian positive made onto blackened iron, not tin 

- it was introduced into Australia in 1858 but was not popular until several decades 

later.19 This process was popular with itinerant photographers, as it required little capital 

to establish, the images were quickly and cheaply produced, and they were robust 

enough to be posted or mounted in an album. The outdoor setting of the tintype in the 

B6443 series suggests it was taken by an itinerant photographer. 

 

Applicants posed in a range of portrait styles, including full-length portraits with studio 

furniture (commonly cane), often holding accessories (particularly umbrellas or books), 

three-quarter length portraits (both sitting and standing); waist-up portraits and head-

and-shoulder portraits. Most are dressed neatly in what appears to be their best dress. 

Many wore formal clothes typical in Australia at the time such as a hat, dark suit and 

waistcoat, and often a watch-chain.20 In twenty-five portraits subjects wore Han-style 

dress common in China during this period, such as shan ku (衫裤, loose, wide top, 

which fastens at the right with loose-fitting pants). A further twenty-two wore outfits 

incorporating a mix of styles, such as a shan with suit trousers and shoes, with a 

western-style hat. This look was popular amongst Chinese in San Francisco at the turn 

of the century and later in Republican-era China.21  

 

Chinese Australians, regardless of the nature of their dress, represented themselves in 

these photographs as respectable modern middle-class citizens. One of the important 

functions of nineteenth and early twentieth-century commercial studio portraiture was to 

                                                 
18 NAA: B6443, 1257 [D001480]. 
19  NAA: B6443, 1005 [D001170]). Anne-Marie Willis, '19th century Australian photography as an 
exhibition', in Matthew Nickson and Euan McGillivray (eds.), Australian Photography Conference: 

Conference Papers, Melbourne, Vic, WOPOP, c1980, pp.7, 48. Alan Davies, Peter Stanbury and Con 
Tanre, The Mechanical Eye in Australia: Photography 1841-1900, Melbourne, Vic, OUP, 1985, p.68. 
Marcel Safier, 'The gem & carte de visite tintype', Marcel Safier's Ozemail Homepage, 
http://members.ozemail.com.au/~msafier/photos/tintypes.html, accessed 23 May 2003. 
20 See Lenore Frost for a discussion of typical everyday Australian dress in family photography. Lenore 
Frost, Dating Family Photos 1850-1920, Melbourne, Vic, Lenore Frost, 1996 (first published 1992). 
21  Many examples of this form of mixed dress can be found in the photographs of San Francisco 
photographer Arnold Genthe taken at the turn of the century. See in particular: John Kuo Wei Tchen, 
Genthe's Photographs of San Francisco's Old Chinatown, New York, Dover Publications, 1984, p.63. On 
dress in China during the republican era see: Antonia Finnane, Changing Clothes in China: Fashion, 

History, Nation, Sydney, NSW, UNSW Press, 2007, p.96. 
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project a sense of respectability. Painted backdrops, studio furniture, props and perhaps 

even clothing were all created in such a way as to enhance this.22 Many subjects hold 

umbrellas, symbols of status in both Britain and China, and a significant number hold a 

book or papers and a couple hold a scroll, all of which are symbols of education and 

learning. The dress worn by subjects across any given occupation varies from being 

smart and formal to a little rumpled, ill-fitting and scruffy. It was possible to borrow or 

rent suits and robes for photographs but a close examination of crease and wear marks 

suggest most, if not all, subjects posed for photographs in their own dress.23  

 

A few subjects appear ill-at-ease, perhaps because they were unfamiliar with 

photographic technology or perhaps because of the bureaucratic function of these 

photographs. Analysis of the collections of two rurally-based photographic studios in 

Victoria suggests that, for some Chinese Australians, exemption photographs was an 

important reason for visiting a photographic studio. The glass negative collections of the 

Vine Studio in Wangaratta and the Verey Studio in Beechworth show that many, but not 

all, of the photographs in these collections can be traced to applications to obtain 

exemption from the Immigration Restriction Act.24 This suggests most rural Chinese 

Australians in Victoria in the early twentieth century had little contact with 

photographic studios for purely personal photography. Despite this, on the whole, 

subjects of these portraits strike strong, confident poses, look directly at the camera and 

are firmly in control of their photographic representation. 

 

As a surviving remnant of what was a much larger body of exemption bureaucracy, the 

photographs in series B6443 offer important evidence of how identification 

photography used under the Victorian Chinese Act 1890 related to the broader 

legislative and regulatory systems in which they were embedded. The conditions under 

which the Governor granted these earlier exemptions and the nature of other regulations 

relating to the administration and implementation of the Chinese Act 1890 were not 

                                                 

22  Claudia Brush Kidwell and Nancy Rexford, 'Foreword', in Joan L Severa (ed.), Dressed for the 

Photographer, Kent, Ohio, The Kent State University Press, 1995, p.xii. 
23 Thanks to Kitty Stuckey for drawing my attention to the nature of clothing creasing as an indication of 
wear. 
24 Wangaratta Historical Society: Vine Studio collection. Ashley Tracey (private): Adulphus Verey & Co 
collection. Thanks to Keir Reeves and Heather Holst for facilitating access to the Verey Studio collection. 
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published in the Government Gazette or found in extant immigration files.25 It has been 

possible, however, to piece this together from information contained on the photographs 

in series B6443, a couple of case files located elsewhere and a few earlier and later 

surviving exemption applications.26 

 

Most of the portraits in series B6443 are of Chinese-Victorian men that were created 

before their departure from the colony of Victoria so that they could be identified and 

allowed to re-enter Victoria unimpeded. In nineteenth-century terms they were 

photographs of people of 'Chinese race' who the Victorian government was prepared to 

consider residents and welcome back to Victoria. While the government denied Chinese 

naturalisation by administrative decision from 1887, they still considered some long-

term residents had a right to residence in Victoria. Series B6443 consists of 269 

annotated photographic portraits, six of which are duplicates. The portraits 

overwhelmingly feature men aged between twenty and fifty. There are also five 

portraits of young boys (three of these are the children of George Young of Eaglehawk, 

Bendigo), and the one unknown family grouping which presumably shows a father with 

two daughters and son and was mentioned at the start of the chapter [Image 27].27 The 

absence of annotations on three photographs suggests that they did not originally belong 

in the series. One larger format photograph shows two Indian-Australian men (probably 

Sikhs), shown at a distance, standing in front of a horse-drawn wagon.28 One of the men 

is marked with a cross, suggesting it was used for identification purposes, but perhaps 

later, as the return of Indian Australians to Victoria would not have been restricted 

under the Chinese Act 1890.29 The other two studio photographs are of the same woman 

                                                 
25 They may possibly be found in Victorian Colonial government correspondence but a preliminary 
search did not find anything. This was different in New Zealand where detailed memos have been located 
that outline the administration of their Chinese restriction Acts. See Nigel Murphy (ed.), Guide to Laws 

and Policies Relating to the Chinese in New Zealand 1871-1997, Wellington, New Zealand Chinese 
Association, 2008. 
26 NAA: B13, 1908/9272. See also the twenty-seven applications made in 1901 for exemption under the 
Chinese Act 1890 found in series of Victorian naturalisation applications made prior to 1903. NAA: 
A712. The information in these applications matches applications made under the Chinese Act 1890 both 
before and after the B6443 series. 
27 NAA: B6443, 1051, 1052, 1053, 1054, 1182 and 1289. This excludes the two portraits of Mrs Lih 
Moon and her daughter which are unnumbered.  
28 Thanks to Dr Peter Friedlander for confirmation that the men in the photograph were probably Indian 
Sikhs. NAA: B6443, NN4. 
29 It is possible that this man had Chinese ancestry in which case he would have been covered by the Act.  
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and child dressed in Chinese-style dress in one, and Australian-style dress in the other.30 

These are also the only portraits of women in the collection. 

 

The B6443 series was part of a broader regulatory system that included written 

documentation and the involvement of a range of individuals such as the Governor, 

public servants, police officers, referees and applicants. In the first instance a written 

application was sent to the Governor, often through a prominent Chinese-Australian 

intermediary, requesting an exemption. This application included a statutory declaration 

or affidavit that stated the name, occupation, place of residence and years resident in 

Victoria, along with one or two character references that identified the individual. These 

were often, but not always, completed by a non-Chinese Australian. The Governor 

obtained a police report verifying the information provided by applicant. Applicants 

were granted exemptions by the Governor on the basis of being of good character and 

resident in Victoria for at least four years. Most exemptions were granted for thirty-six 

months, although some were also granted for twenty-four, eighteen, twelve or six 

months. Almost all of those granted six-month exemptions were women and children. If 

the application was approved some time between 1889 (just after the passing of the 

1888 Act) to April 1902 (when the Federal government began administering the 

Immigration Restriction Act 1901 in Victoria) an exemption notice was published in the 

Victoria Government Gazette.31  These applications were approved in batches, often 

with several batches published in the Gazette at one time.  

 

Those obtaining exemptions of greater than twelve months were required to provide two 

signed photographic portraits to customs authorities.32 A comparison between the names 

and numbers on photographs in series B6443, with those granted exemptions on a given 

date and published in the Victorian Government Gazette, shows that not all who were 

                                                 

30 NAA: B6443, NN1 and NN2. There does not appear to be an image for NN3. 
31 Printed sheets attached to seven of the photographs link the individuals photographed in this series to 
the operations of the Chinese Act 1890. The sheets are off-prints of proclamations published in the 
Victoria Government Gazette and provide a list of Chinese Victorians granted exemptions by the 
Governor under the Act over a given period of time. For a period the old colonial Acts operated 
concurrently with the Immigration Restriction Act 1901. NAA: B13, 1902/713. 
32 This is supported by a letter from H.N.P. Wollaston, Department of Trade and Customs relating to 
Foon Kee's exemption application in 1898, created just prior to the commencement of the B6443 series, 
that states two photographs were required as part of the application process. NAA: B13, 1908/927 and 
1903/6983. 
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granted exemptions had a photograph in the B6443 series. 33  Most of those with 

exemptions of less than thirty-six months did not have a photograph.34 It is not clear 

why some individuals who were granted thirty-six month exemptions did not have a 

photograph. 35  These individuals may have travelled without photographs or their 

photographs may be missing, have been filed separately for some reason.36 It is known 

for example that people with status who were well-known were sometimes granted 

special privileges.37 Some, but not all of those without a photographic portrait in the 

series, were well-known individuals. These people included: [Chin] Wah Moon (a Little 

Bourke Street storekeeper and Chinese medicine wholesaler); the wife of L. Tye Shing 

(prominent furniture manufacturer in Little Bourke Street) and their eight children; and 

                                                 

33 The published exemption lists provide the subjects' names, addresses, occupations, the length of their 
granted exemption and the date their exemption began. This can be matched with the names and dates 
that were hand-written on the photographs in series B6443. Exemptions tended to be granted to people in 
groups on particular days. In almost every case, the dates written on the photographs in the B6443 series 
correspond to the dates on which individuals were granted exemption. By comparing names in these 
smaller subgroups matches can be made, even with generic names such as 'Ah Toy' and 'Ah Man'. 
Between 27 February 1900 and 18 June 1900, the dates have either not been provided or are inaccurate. 
However, as the series is numbered and remains in chronological order, it is still possible to match most 
of the names on photographs with names in the Government Gazettes. Of the 262 unique photographs in 
B6443, all but fifteen could be matched with a name listed in the Gazette. This fifteen includes three 
photographs without identification numbers and an unidentified family grouping photographed in 
Tasmania. Another five photographs have annotations indicating that this was not the subjects' first 
exemption so their exemption was perhaps published much earlier and extended until their return.  
34 Only six out of the 81 people granted an exemption of less than 36 months have a photograph in 
B6443. Over 90 per cent of these shorter exemptions were for 6 or 12 months. 
35 This list includes: gardeners (19), cabinetmakers and carpenters (7), storekeepers (4), various hawkers 
(3), cooks (2), laundrymen (2) and a tea importer (1). 
36 Each of the photographs in the B6443 series has a consecutive number written on it, which makes it 
clear that a number of photographs are missing from the series. Numbering begins with 1001 on the first 
photograph in the series and continues sequentially. Consecutive numbering on the photographs appears 
to begin again each year. It is not clear exactly how this numbering operated. The B6443 series runs into 
the year 1901 possibly because of the imminent introduction of the Immigration Restriction Act 1901. 
The photograph for Poon Gooey, number 1030, is one such missing photograph [D001521]. This 
photograph, with an attached annotated exemption form and other paperwork, was located in a 
miscellaneous collection of documents relating to early immigration cases held by the National Archives 
of Australia. Poon Gooey came to the notice of the general public in 1911 when his wife was refused 
residency in Victoria under the Immigration Restriction Act 1901, which may explain why his photograph 
and application were removed from the earlier filing system. The associated exemption paperwork 
relating to George Young's family was also found within this series but without photographs. NAA: 
MP56/12, item 6.  
37 Cheok Hong Cheong, a Chinese Victorian missionary and community leader, applied for an exemption 
for himself and his wife and family 'for all time' under the Chinese Act 1890. This was granted and the 
Commonwealth government later honoured this earlier agreement. However difficulties still arose with 
officials failing to identity Cheong and his family. The children carried a birth certificate and also other 
unidentified documentation. It is not known whether this included a photograph or not. According to a 
response to a request from the House of Representatives, no other exemptions like this were granted by 
the Commonwealth government to anyone Chinese or Japanese. NAA: A1, 1930/1153. See also Daily 

Telegraph (Melbourne), 1 October 1891 and The Age, 1 October 1891. Ian Welch, Alien Son: The Life 
and Times of Cheok Hong Cheong, 1851-1928, PhD, Department of Pacific and Asian History, Research 
School of Pacific and Asian Studies, Australian National University, Canberra, 2003, p.279. 
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Yung You, the wife of George Young (well-known mining manager of Bendigo) and 

their three children.38 

 

Of the two photographic portraits provided by the applicant to customs authorities, one 

was kept and, between 1898 and 1901, that photograph became part of the B6443 series. 

These portraits were marked with the individuals' exemption date and a sequential 

reference number, the name of the departing ship was sometimes noted and individuals 

often signed their name (in Chinese or English) on the back. These portraits were used 

to assist Customs officers identify individuals as the owners of these exemptions on 

their return to Victoria.39  The other portrait was returned to the applicant, as they 

boarded their ship, by a 'respectable' Chinese-Australian intermediary, such as a 

Christian missionary. 40  Missionaries used included Reverend Cheok Hong Cheong, 

Reverend James Moy Ling and Reverend David Soong, who were all well-known 

Chinese Christians and leaders in the Christian Chinese Union of Victoria established 

later in 1902 [Image 33].41 According to documentation created under the later 1901 

Act, certificates were presented as applicants boarded ship as a method of preventing 

them from being swapped prior to departure. 42  An offprint of the exception list 

published in the Victorian Government Gazette was folded and stuck to the back of this 

portrait. The name of the applicant was marked on the offprint and a statement written 

                                                 
38 Sophie Couchman, 'Mrs Tong and her family: A difficult time to raise a family', Chinese Australia 
website, http://www.chaf.lib.latrobe.edu.au/stories/mrs_tong.htm, accessed 5 August 2009. Weekly Times, 
21 January 1893. Sophie Couchman, 'Young, George', CHIA, http://www.chia.chinesemuseum.com.au/ 
biogs/CH00185b.htm, accessed 5 August 2009. 
39 A number of the photographs in the series have notes on them indicating the name of the ship the 
person returned on and the day they returned. It is not clear whether all Chinese in the series returned. 
Some of those who did can be tracked by matching names from the B6443 series with names of Chinese 
incoming passengers (PROV: VPRS 11448). 
40  Seven of the photographs have attached exemption lists. Six of the photographs with attached 
exemption lists on them also have a duplicate print with attached off-print sheet held in the B6443 series. 
These duplicates have similar markings on them to the rest of the photographs in the series. It seems that 
for some reason these six photographs were not able to be passed on to their owners before departure 
(certainly the case for five of them) and so they were returned to the B6443 series with their duplicates. 
Five of these exemption lists also have handwritten notes on them. These notes indicate that prominent 
Chinese Christians were officially involved as intermediaries between Chinese Australians and 
government authorities. Entries in the Colonial Secretary's Correspondence Indexes relating to 
naturalisation and exemption applications also refer to both Chinese and non-Chinese individuals acting 
as intermediaries in these processes. NAA: B6443, 1028, 1081, 1108, 1196, 1198 and 1205. PROV: 
VPRS 1411. NAA: MP56/12, item 4.  
41 NAA: B6443, 1028. NAA: MP56/12, item 7. C.F. Yong, The New Gold Mountain: The Chinese in 

Australia 1901-1921, Richmond, SA, Raphael Arts Pty Ltd, 1977, p.12. Sophie Couchman, Tong Yun 
Gai (Street of the Chinese): Investigating Patterns of Work and Social Life in Melbourne's Chinatown 
1900-1920, MA, Department of History, Monash University, 1999, pp.71-72. 
42 NAA: B13, 1903/6983. 
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noting the details of departure (date and ship name) and the intermediary used to 

forward the application. These intermediaries were also probably called on to vouch for 

the applicant on their return to Victoria if problems with identification arose. 

 

The system used to apply for exemption under the Chinese Act 1890 developed out of 

the system used to apply for naturalisation in Victoria. These systems were so closely 

related that a few applications for exemption under the Chinese Act 1890 created 

between 1899 and 1901 were mistakenly filed with naturalisation applications.43 Just as 

Chinese Australians applying for exemption sent their applications to the Governor, 

applicants for naturalisation also sent a petition in a 'memorial' to the Governor. Those 

applying for naturalisation were also required to provide a certification from a Justice of 

the Peace, Police Magistrate or warden identifying them as the applicant, character 

statements from one or two respectable non-Chinese Australians and a police report. 

The same was required when applying for an exemption. To be naturalised, subjects 

were required to have resided in Victoria for five years (and after 1896, three years), 

while four years residency was required for exemption under the Chinese Act 1890. 

 

The two systems were so similar because naturalisation certificates were already being 

used by Chinese Australians as travel documents to prove their exemption as naturalised 

British subjects under the earlier Chinese Act 1881. The later exemption system was 

introduced to prevent the naturalisation of Chinese Australians for travel purposes. 

After the passing of the 1881 Act a rapidly increasing number of naturalised Chinese 

Victorians entered Victoria using these documents.44 According to government records 

only ninety-one Chinese were naturalised in Victoria in the years prior to the Chinese 

Act 1881, but after its introduction, the number of Chinese naturalised each year rose to 

a height of 1,178 in 1885.45 Chinese certainly applied for naturalisation in order to 

                                                 

43 NAA: A712. 
44 A number of lists and registers compiled around this time by Victorian customs officers provide 
naturalisation details and also information about the date of arrival and name of ship. NAA: MP56/12, 
items 2 and 4; A1, 1911/14641. 
45 The Victorian Year Book 1895/1898, section 200 quoted in NAA: A1, 1911/14641. This is a circular to 
Collectors of Customs dated 23 August 1911 which explains the naturalisation procedures for Chinese in 
the various colonies prior to the introduction of the Federal Naturalisation Act 1903. It quotes the 
Victorian Year Book 1895/1898, section 200 which says 'whereas no more than 91 Chinese took out 
letters of naturalisation during the 11 years ended with 1881, such letters were taken out by as many as 
317 in 1882, 593 in 1883, 601 in 1884 and 1178 in 1885; but after 1885 the Government in view of the 
increasing number of Chinese applying for naturalisation papers determined to issue no more "unless a 
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become British subjects and legal members of the Victorian colony, but being 

naturalised was also a useful method of gaining exemption under the 1881 Act.46 Lew 

Hong's (Teang Wee) immigration case file, for example, includes a naturalisation 

certificate that was used for travel purposes.47 Chinese were also not the only ones to 

apply for naturalisation to facilitate travel arrangements. Mois Rosanove, originally 

Russian, applied for Australian naturalisation in order to obtain an Australian passport 

to travel in Europe in 1911.48 

 

The new exemption system introduced in 1888 was specifically designed to stop 

Chinese Australians from using naturalisation certificates as travel documents. In 

parliament the jump in naturalisations was seen as an indication that naturalisation 

papers were being used fraudulently by new Chinese immigrants to gain entry into 

Victoria.49 There was also believed to have been corruption due to the discrepancy 

between the number of Chinese entering the colony and the amount of revenue raised in 

poll taxes.50 Similar claims of naturalisation fraud were made in New South Wales at 

around the same time.51 The bureaucratic solution to this perceived problem was to 

                                                                                                                                               

sufficient were assigned" with the effect that only 173 were issued in 1886, 16 in 1887 and not one since'. 
Kevin Wong Hoy suggests that government statisticians overlooked those issued between 1855-1869. 
Kevin Wong Hoy, Becoming British Subjects 1879-1903: Chinese in North Queensland, MA, Asian 
Studies Program, Faculty of Humanities and Social Science, La Trobe University, 2006, p.89. 
46 See Kevin Wong Hoy for argument that Chinese took out naturalisation as part of settling in north 
Queensland. Wong Hoy, Becoming British Subjects 1879-1903, 2006. 
47 NAA: A1, 1922/8707. 
48 NAA: A1, 1911/10849. 
49 Victorian Parliamentary Debates, 1885, vol.50, p.2047. 
50 Victorian Parliamentary Debates, 1885, vol.50, pp.2215-16. Historian Myra Willard agrees arguing 
that there was a 'parallelism' between naturalisations granted to Chinese and the numbers of Chinese 
arriving in the colony the following year. Her statistics are based on the British Parliamentary Papers (317 
naturalisations and 327 arrivals in 1882; 519 and 433 arrivals in 1883; 601 and 557 arrivals in 1884; 1178 
and 670 arrivals in 1885; 173 and 1108 arrivals in 1886). C.Y. Choi's analysis shows that Chinese 
immigration increased during the 1880s, however it continued to do so even after Chinese were no longer 
being naturalised, indicating a more complex causal relationship, if any, between Chinese immigration 
patterns and naturalisation. Willard also does not consider other factors that might affect immigration or 
naturalisation rates. For example, it is possible the number of naturalisations for the whole population, not 
just Chinese, might have increased from the 1880s onwards. In the 1850s a rough count of the total 
number of naturalisation applications (which might also include requests for replacement certificates) 
using RecordSearch shows that there were 1195 application, in the 1860s it was 1567, in the 1870s it was 
831, in the 1880s was 3976, in the 1890s was 3976, in the 1900s was 3304. Myra Willard, History of the 

White Australia Policy to 1920, Melbourne, Vic, MUP, 1923, p.71. C.Y. Choi, Chinese Migration and 

Settlement in Australia, Sydney, NSW, Sydney University Press, 1975, p.23. NAA: A712. 
51 David Day, Smugglers and Sailors: The Customs History of Australia 1788-1901, Canberra, ACT, 
Australian Government Publishing Service, 1992, pp.304, 408. 
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tighten up naturalisation procedures for Chinese applicants in 1885.52  According to 

Alfred Deakin in 1887 'the process of issuing these papers was very much more guarded 

now than in the past'.53 Instead of simply providing a statement that they were known to 

a Justice of the Peace, applications now had to be supported by two Justices who 'must 

have known the applicant for some considerable time, and who could not only identify 

him, but state the reasons why he desired naturalisation'.54  

 

Another way in which the Victorian government combated immigration fraud was 

through the use of identification photography. As observed by Victorian Premier 

Duncan Gilles in a memorandum to the Governor on 11 April 1888, one of the major 

reasons it was easy for naturalisation certificates to be used fraudulently was because of 

the 'similarity in personal appearance (at least to the European eye) of all Chinese, it 

was almost impossible for the Customs authorities to detect the imposture'.55 Around 

this time photographic identification was introduced to the application system. 

 

The final part of the solution to combat the perceived fraudulent use of naturalisation 

certificates was legislative. Under the Chinese Immigration Restriction Act 1888 (and 

subsequent Chinese Act 1890) a system of exemptions was introduced. For travel 

purposes it was now easier to apply for an exemption than to apply for naturalisation. 

From 1887 it was decided to refuse all further applications by resident Chinese for 

naturalisation.56 The significant difference between the two systems was that Chinese 

Australians were now disenfranchised.57 By preventing naturalisation the government 

was also reducing the number of Chinese Australians who were eligible to stay in the 

colony. Victoria did not act alone. Following a closed intercolonial conference held in 

June 1888, New South Wales also prohibited further Chinese naturalisation under the 

Chinese Restriction and Regulation Act 1888, South Australia, like Victoria, 

                                                 
52  Charles Price, The Great White Walls are Built: Restrictive Immigration to North America and 

Australasia 1836-1888, Canberra, ACT, Australian National University Press, 1974, p.186. Victorian 

Parliamentary Debates, 1887, vol. 54, p.301. 
53 Victorian Parliamentary Debates, 1887, vol.54, p.301. 
54 Victorian Parliamentary Debates, 1887, vol.54, p.301. 
55 QSR: Series ID 11943, Item ID 6834, Batch file, Memo dated 11 April 1888, p.2. 
56 Price, The Great White Walls are Built, p.271. 
57 This was to have serious implications for the future evolution of citizenship in twentieth-century 
Australia. Kim Rubenstein, 'The influence of Chinese immigration on Australian citizenship', After the 

Rush: Regulation, Participation, and Chinese Communities in Australia 1860-1940, special edition of 
Otherland, Melbourne, Vic, Otherland Press, 2004, p.21. Paul Jones, Alien Acts: The White Australia 
Policy, 1901-1939, PhD, Department of History, University of Melbourne, 1998, chapter 5. 
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administratively rejected Chinese applications and Queensland also refused 

naturalisation applications until 1891. Charles Price believes that the majority of 

delegates agreed to prevent further Chinese naturalisation at the 1888 intercolonial 

conference. 58  The little naturalisation of Chinese that was permitted in Australian 

colonies was eventually stopped under the federal Naturalisation Act in 1903.  

 

Australian colonies initially dealt with Chinese immigration independently but this 

changed after the 1881 Intercolonial Conference (also attended by New Zealand), the 

1888 Intercolonial Conference and the 1897 Imperial Conference where attempts were 

made to create uniform restrictions on Chinese immigration across Australia. Despite 

strong similarities in the legislation passed by each colony, there were nevertheless 

slight differences in the timing and nature of the final legislation passed.59 There were 

similarly variations in the ways in which this legislation was administered across the 

colonies, particularly in the nature of identification documents used and the adoption of 

photographic identification.  

 

In New South Wales, customs officials were photographing Chinese crews arriving in 

the colony as early as 1890, perhaps as part of dealing with ship desertions or restrictive 

immigration legislation.60  Extant exemption certificates issued in New South Wales 

under the Chinese Immigrants Regulation and Restriction Act 1861, the Influx of 

Chinese Restriction Act 1881 and the Chinese Restriction and Regulation Act 1888 and 

the Immigration Restriction Act 1898 show that written physical descriptions were used 

rather than identification photography and that, from 1898, handprints were also used to 

                                                 

58 Price, The Great White Walls are Built, p.198. Tasmania refused to stop naturalising Chinese and 
Western Australia continued to naturalise until they acquired self-government in 1890 when they 
administratively rejected all Chinese applications. In 1891 Queensland began naturalising a few Chinese 
each year until 1903. 
59 See Charles Price, Tsen-ming Huang and Joseph Lee for discussion of the deviations in legislations 
across the different colonies. Price, The Great White Walls are Built. Tsen-ming Huang, The Legal Status 

of the Chinese Abroad, Taipei, Taiwan, China Cultural Service, 1954, pp.35-41. Joseph Lee, 'Anti-
Chinese legislation in Australasia', Quarterly Journal of Economic, (1889), pp.218-224. 
60 NAA: A1019, Outwards letter book, 'Record of seizures Smyth to collector 8/7/1890' as cited by David 
Day. Jane Lydon also mentions that under the administration of immigration restrictions of the 
Immigration Restriction Act 1898, Donohoe, the 'Chinese inspector' for the Sydney Customs House took 
photographs of Chinese crews as part of their identity check. This continued to be done under the 
Immigration Restriction Act 1901. Paul Jones mentions that crew members of ships entering Australian 
ports were issued with identity cards which included thumbprints and photographs. Photographs used on 
illegal immigrant posters produced by the Department of External Affairs from at least 1913 occasionally 
show photographs taken of ships crews. Day, Smugglers and Sailors, p.409. Lydon, Many Inventions, 
p.152. Jones, Alien Acts, 1998, p.65. NAA: A2455. NAA: MP412/1. 



Image 34 - Ah Lum's proclamation travel document issued c1899 with identification photograph 

taken by an unidentified photographer.

(NAA: J2481, 1899/61)
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assist with identification.61 Early documentation relating to immigration restrictions in 

Western Australia does not appear to survive but in 1899 customs officials in Albany, 

Western Australia, sent a cabinet card studio portrait of Mark Chun Harr, a resident of 

Fremantle, Western Australia, to Sydney officials so he could be identified on arrival 

there.62 This was probably done to meet New South Wales restrictions rather than a 

product of Western Australian procedure. Documentation relating to the operation of 

restrictive immigration legislation in Tasmania, which in 1887 was the last to introduce 

such legislation, was not located. 

 

Queensland used a similar but more regulated system than Victoria. In Queensland, in 

addition to published notices in the Government Gazette and the use of identification 

photography, the Collector of Customs also recorded information about the occupation, 

height, age and 'any other particulars useful for purpose of identification', except where 

the applicant was well-known [Image 34]. 63  Further research is still needed to 

understand exactly how the Queensland system operated.64  Many portraits accepted 

                                                 
61 Series SP115/10 contains certificates issued under the Chinese Immigrants Regulation and Restriction 

Act 1861 and the Influx of Chinese Restriction Act 1881 and also a poll tax receipt issued under the Influx 

of Chinese Restriction Act 1882-3. Kate Bagnall reproduces an exemption certificate form in series 
SP11/28, B1924/3564 used under the New South Wales Chinese Restriction and Regulation Act 1888 
which has a space for a written physical identification but no room for a photograph. For examples of 
New South Wales Immigration Restriction Act 1898 exemptions see: NAA: SP11/26, A3/70 and NAA: 
MP56/12, item 7. Series of certificates and paperwork used under later legislation in 1888 and 1898 do 
not appear extant. Further information about New South Wales practices under earlier legislation might 
be found by searching the letterbooks listed in Chinese-Australian Journeys. Kate Bagnall, Golden 
Shadows on a White Land: An Exploration of the Lives of White Women who Partnered Chinese Men 
and their Children in Southern Australia, 1855-1915, PhD, Department of History, University of Sydney, 
2006, p.188. Paul Jones, Chinese-Australian Journeys: Records on Travel, Migration and Settlement, 

1860-1975, Canberra, ACT, National Archives of Australia, 2005, p.60. 
62 NAA: SP42/1, C1899/1746. 
63 A few offprints in series J2481 do not have photographs or written descriptions. Item 1897/1 has a note 
signed by G. Moran for the Collector of Customs which reads: 'Store keeper in a large way and is well 
know [sic] & of good repute - Rockhampton - This is a new certificate issued until the 29.12.1900'. The 
letters attached to Chan Wah's application for his sons and Lam Pam's application both mention the 
payment of an exemption fee but not the provision of a photograph. Chan Wah was described in 
associated documentation as the 'largest Chinese merchant' in Cairns and William Lam Pan was a very 
well-known and respected Chinese doctor in Charters Towers. NAA: J2481, 1897/1. NAA: BP342/1, 
1218/464/1900. NAA: BP342/1, 475/603/1900. Michael Brumby, Doctor William Lam Pan and the 
Chinese legacy of the Charters Towers goldfield, unpublished paper presented at the Chinese Heritage of 
Australian Federation conference, Melbourne, June 2000. NAA: J1694. 
64 Series J2481 contains copies of proclamations published in the Queensland Government Gazette that 
list of those granted a two year exemption under the Chinese Immigration Restriction Act 1888. These 
date from between 1898 and 1899 with some later correspondence at the end of the series dating from 
1901 to 1903. This offprint is signed by the applicant, witnessed and has a photograph attached. These 
exemption offprints appear to have been collected from those exempt from the Act on their return to 
Queensland as they have customs date stamps on them with dates roughly two years after the date of 
exemption. Series J1694 contains four volumes of registers that list 'Chinese emigration permits and show 
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appear to have been more regulated than in Victoria. In Queensland, simple head-and-

shoulders portraits of the subject seated in front of a plain background, printed as small, 

unmounted carte-de-visite-size prints were used. Those used in the register [Image 35] 

were roughly trimmed to fit in the space provided.  

 

In the Northern Territory, Alfred Searcy, who was a customs officer in Darwin between 

1882 and 1896, mentions using identification photography to combat immigration fraud 

as part of his duties.65 Although part of South Australia, the Northern Territory was 

exempt from Chinese immigration restrictions up until 1888 when they too were 

included in restrictions. An exemption certificate issued to Chew Sing Chung of 

Palmerston [Darwin] in 1897 under the South Australia Chinese Immigration Act 1888 

had a space allocated for the carte-de-visite-size photograph and thumbprint 

[Image 36].66 This use of fingerprinting in Darwin pre-dates its introduction into the 

Australian prison system in July 1902.67 

 

New Zealand attended the 1881 but not the 1888 Intercolonial Conferences that 

discussed legislative strategies to restrict further Chinese immigration in Australasia, 

and so they implemented very similar restrictive immigration legislation to the 

Australian colonies in 1881, but their legislation and adoption of identification 

techniques diverged after that.68 As early as 1887 physical descriptions were added to 

return certificates, such as 'height, build, facial peculiarities, probably age and any other 

                                                                                                                                               

date of issue of permit, name of emigrant, name of agent and in some cases a photo of the emigrant'. 
Names in the two sets of documents were unable to be matched with any accuracy so it is uncertain 
whether or how they relate to each other. 
65 Alfred Searcy, In Australian Tropics, London, Kegan Paul, Trench, Trubner, 1907, p.343. 
66 NAA: MP56/12, item 6.  
67 According to Ernest Hoben in 1907, a fingerprinting system was established in Darlinghurst Gaol in 
1902 around July. Victoria considered using handprints on Chinese exemption documentation as early as 
September 1900 but did not do so until after Federation. By the turn of the century bureaucrats were well 
aware of the fallibly of photographic identification and other systems of identification were being 
explored. Handprints were being used on documentation in India in lieu of a signature in the 1870s. By 
1893 a hybrid anthropometric and fingerprinting system was adopted in Britain. In Canada, a 
photographer unsuccessfully proposed that thumbprints be used to register Chinese immigrants as early as 
1888. Ernest D Hoben, 'On the identification of criminals', The Red Funnel, vol. 3, no. 6 (1907), pp.532, 
536. Colin Bevan, Fingerprints: Murder and the Race to Uncover the Science of Identity, London, Fourth 
Estate, 2003, pp.89-91.  
68 Nigel Murphy, 'Joe Lum v. The Attorney General: The Politics of Exclusion', in Manying Ip (ed.), 
Unfolding History Evolving Identity: The Chinese in New Zealand, Auckland, Auckland University Press, 
2003, p.51. Thanks to Nigel Murphy for sharing his research with me on the nature of New Zealand 
immigration bureaucracy. 
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particulars which would enable the holder to be identified'.69 Photographic identification 

seems to have emerged in an ad hoc manner, perhaps initiated by Chinese-New Zealand 

travellers themselves to facilitate easier re-entry, before being more formally introduced 

in 1900. In 1897 regulations stated that the person trying to enter New Zealand was 

required to 'produce corroborative evidence' if there was any doubt as to their identity.70 

According to historian James Ng, by 1896, 'each departing Chinese also left a 

photograph and his physical description on deposit in New Zealand with a European of 

standing. The latter would then meet the person on their return to New Zealand and sign 

a certificate of identification for Customs'.71 In 1900 Chinese who had arrived in New 

Zealand prior to 1881 and did not have a poll tax certificate were required to register 

their 'name at the Custom House at the port where he is best known or at the port of 

departure and also deposit two photographs of himself'.72 One of these photographs was 

then placed on a certificate 'under seal' and returned to the applicant and the other was 

kept by the Customs office for later comparison. The poll tax certificate became a form 

of 'identity document'. 

 

Lengthy discussions in the United States about the use of photographic identification as 

part of administrating immigration restrictions on Chinese in the late 1880s inspired 

bureaucrats in Australian colonies, such as Victoria, to adopt identification photography 

in the 1890s.73 As part of evaluating their own immigration legislation and practices, 

politicians and bureaucrats in countries such as Australia, New Zealand and North 

America watched each other's responses to the issue of restricting Chinese 

immigration. 74  Joseph Lee's summary of anti-Chinese legislation in Australasia, 

published in the Quarterly Journal of Economics in 1889, is a good example of how the 
                                                 

69 Archives New Zealand (Te Whare Tohu Tuhituhinga O Aotearoa) Wellington office: Series C, Circular 
memos, Memo no.328, 20 October 1887, 87/789. 
70 ANZ: Series C, Circular memos, Memo no.979, 17 August 1887, 97/942. 
71 James Ng, Windows on a Chinese Past: Larrikinism and Violence: Immigration Issues: 20th Century 

Assimilation: Biographies, Otago, Otago Heritage Books, 1993, p.126. In a personal communication 
James Ng also indicated that from about 1896 photographic portraits were left with the Customs 
department as an ad hoc measure. Email James Ng, 18 February 2004. 
72 ANZ: Series C, Circular memos, Memo no.64, 15 May 1900, 1900/358. For examples of some of the 
photographs submitted from 1904 to the Dunedin Customs House see online exhibition. Chinese 

Portraits, online exhibition, Archives New Zealand (Te Whare Tohu Tuhituhinga O Aotearoa), Dunedin 
Gallery, http://gallery.archives.govt.nz/v/dunedin/Chinese+Portraits/?g2_page=2, accessed 5 April 2009. 
73 Anna Pegler-Gordon, In Sight of America: Photography and United States Immigration Policy, 1880-
1930, PhD, University of Michigan, 2002, p.57. 
74 Andrew Markus, Fear and Hatred: Purifying Australia and California 1850-1901, Sydney, NSW, Hale 
& Ironmonger, 1979, p.xvi. Marilyn Lake and Henry Reynolds, Drawing the Global Colour Line: White 

Men's Countries and the Question of Racial Equality, Melbourne, Vic, MUP, 2008, pp.28-30.  
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United States watched the development of policies to regulate Chinese immigration in 

the Australian colonies. Not only does its publication illustrate an interest in Australia's 

anti-Chinese legislation but it also argues that the 1888 treaty between the United States 

and China that restricted Chinese immigration led to a surge of anti-Chinese feeling in 

Australia.75  

 

The United States did not introduce restrictive immigration legislation against the 

Chinese until 1882, well after such legislation had been used in Australian colonies, 

however identification photography was being used in an ad hoc manner as early as 

1882. 76  The legislation was similar to that of Australian colonies in that 'return 

certificates' were issued to exempt groups, such as diplomats, merchants and their 

families, college students and travellers, under the Chinese Exclusion Act 1882. This 

Act suspended the immigration of Chinese labourers for ten years and also prohibited 

Chinese naturalisation. The United States system differed to that of the Australian 

colonies in that exempt groups tended to be established according to occupation or class 

rather than, as in Australia, according to length of residency or naturalisation status. The 

United States were much more direct in acting to stop naturalisation and exclude 

Chinese labourers. As was the case in Australia, Chinese Americans were not initially 

required by immigration restriction law or regulation to provide photographs and their 

use varied across the United States as each state controlled its own immigration.77  

 

While legislation and procedures in Australia and New Zealand did not change 

significantly from the 1880s onwards, the United States decided to change their 

approach to restricting Chinese immigration significantly in the late 1880s. First the 
                                                 

75 Lee, 'Anti-Chinese legislation in Australasia'. 
76  The Page Law of 1875 was the first restrictive immigration law to forbid 'the entry of Chinese, 
Japanese, and other "oriental" labourers brought to the United States involuntarily, as well as that of 
women brought for the purpose of prostitution, a provision aimed particularly at Chinese women' (my 
emphasis). Lucy Sayler, Laws Harsh as Tigers: Chinese Immigrants and the Shaping of Modern 

Immigration Law, Chapel Hill, The University of North Carolina Press, 1995, p.5. Pegler-Gordon, In 
Sight of America, 2002, p.51. In 1880 the United States renegotiated to the Burlingame Treaty of 1868 
with China to give them the right to 'regulate, limit, or suspend such coming or residence, but may not 
absolutely prohibit it'. The 1882 Act was an amendment to this treaty. Mary Roberts Coolidge, Chinese 

Immigration, New York, Henry Holt and Company, 1909, chapter 10, pp.145-167, 183. 
77 In 1885 the San Francisco Customs Collector requested a national rule requiring photographs to be 
used on Chinese return certificates for both identification purposes and also to prevent their transfer and 
trafficking. This was rejected but he continued to use photographic identification as part of obtaining 'all 
facts necessary for the identification of such Chinese laborers' in San Francisco which was where most 
Chinese immigrants to the United States arrived. Anna Pegler-Gordon, 'Chinese exclusion, photography 
and the development of U.S. immigration policy', American Quarterly, vol. 58, (March 2006), p.52. 
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Scott Act 1888 prohibited the return of all Chinese labourers who had left the States and 

all previously issued return certificates were deemed void.78 Then, under the Geary Act 

1892, rather than issue certificates to those Chinese who wished to travel, the Geary Act 

compelled all resident Chinese Americans, regardless of their travel intentions, to 

purchase a 'residency certificate' with photographic identification at a cost of $5 in order 

to prove their right to remain in the country.79  This was similar to the very early 

legislation in place in Victoria in 1857 which stipulated that all adult Chinese males in 

Victoria were required to hold renewable monthly residence licenses.80 While Chinese 

Australians could choose whether to travel or not and whether to apply for exemption or 

not, with the exception of the compulsory registration of aliens during World War I and 

II, Chinese-Australian residents were not forced to obtain photographic documentation 

such as the 'residency certificates'.  

 

As in Australia, other forms of identification documents such as birth certificates and 

marriage certificates were also used for identification purposes and a photograph was 

attached to them as part of this process.81 The nature of identification portraits in the 

United States, however, quickly became more regulated than in New Zealand and the 

Australian colonies. Application forms from around 1892 specified that: 

 

…the photographs shall be sun pictures, such as are usually known as 
card photographs of sufficient size and distinctness to plainly and 
accurately represent the entire face of the applicant, the head not to be 
less than 1½ inches from the base of the hair to the base of the chin.82  

 

The processes adopted in Australia and the United States as the twentieth century 

progressed were similar in that the photographic identification used on the certificates 

became more standardised, and was required by more people as immigration legislation 

broadened its scope. In the United States in 1908 the Immigration Bureau issued a 

single certificate of Chinese identity and by 1909 most people of Chinese descent in the 

                                                 
78 Coolidge, Chinese Immigration, p.197. 
79 Coolidge, Chinese Immigration, pp.213-214. The Geary Act 1892 was a reauthorization of the first 
Chinese Exclusion Act 1882.  
80 An Act to regulate the residence of the Chinese Population in Victoria 1857, no.41 (Vic.). 
81 Coolidge, Chinese Immigration, pp.189-190.  
82 Pegler-Gordon, 'Chinese exclusion, photography and the development of U.S. immigration policy', 
pp.59-60, 86-90. Despite relatively detailed requirements there was considerable variation in the actual 
photographs used on certificates. 
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United States were required to possess photographic documentation. From 1912 

Chinese immigrants and residents were photographed as they entered the United States 

and if they were deported by the Immigration Bureau.83 By 1914 most photographs used 

on identification certificates were uniform in appearance.84 In 1926 the Immigration 

Bureau formally regulated the photographic practices that had already largely become 

standard - full frontal view without hat, of a standard size.85 Restrictions on Chinese 

immigration were then used as a basis for restrictions on other groups of immigrants to 

the United States.86 

 

In Australia, the passing of the Immigration Restriction Act in 1901 saw the next 

significant shift in the way a now federated Australia dealt with immigration. Chinese 

were also now not the only 'race' affected by Australian immigration restrictions. Under 

the guise of a dictation test all 'coloured persons' were now bureaucratically prevented 

from immigrating to Australia unless exempt from the Act. In various departmental 

correspondence in the early years of the Act's operation, Prime Minister Edmund Barton 

made it clear that the test was to be applied at the discretion of customs officers and 

should only be administered to 'coloured persons' and not, for example, French 

nationals. 87  The 1901 Act was also the first time that restrictions on Chinese 

immigration had applied universally to all Australian colonies. Attempts were also 

made to standardise and tighten administrative procedures across Australia. As historian 

Paul Jones has noted, Atlee Hunt, who was based in Melbourne, worked hard to ensure 

the parity of bureaucratic procedures and decisions in each of the states.88  

 

The exemption system nevertheless remained in place. Initially prospective 'coloured' 

travellers resident in Australia applied for what was known as a 'Certificate of 

Domicile', which later became known as a 'Certificate Exempting from Dictation 

                                                 

83 Pegler-Gordon, In Sight of America, 2002, p.116. 
84 Pegler-Gordon, In Sight of America, 2002, p.116. 
85 Pegler-Gordon, 'Chinese exclusion, photography and the development of U.S. immigration policy', 
p.114. 
86 Pegler-Gordon, In Sight of America, 2002, chapter 1. Pegler-Gordon, 'Chinese exclusion, photography 
and the development of U.S. immigration policy', p.53. 
87 NAA: A8, 1902/52/3; 1901/27/3. NAA: A1, 1909/10853. 
88 He notes that the Commonwealth department that administered the Immigration Restriction Act issued 
over 400 operational guidelines to customs officers in the various states between 1902 and 1911. Jones, 
Chinese-Australian Journeys, p.20. 
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Test'. 89  Wives and children under eighteen years old accompanying their father or 

mother were only exempt under the Act until 1905 when an amendment removed this 

exception. Otherwise the only other existing residents entitled to exemption were those 

who could satisfy officials that they had been formerly domiciled in the Commonwealth 

or one of the colonies; and new entries who held a 'certificate of exemption'. Other 

groups specifically exempt under the Act were: 'members of the King's regular land or 

sea forces', 'the master and crew of any public vessel of any Government', 'the master 

and crew of any vessel landing in any port in the Commonwealth' subject to some 

conditions, and 'any person duly accredited to the government of the Commonwealth by 

the Imperial or any other Government or sent by any Government on any special 

mission'. Naturalised and Australian-born applicants were not legally required to obtain 

an exemption certificate, but in practice many did, probably because bureaucratically 

verifiable identity would smooth their re-entry to Australia.  

 

The introduction of the 1901 Immigration Restriction Act in Australia also marked a 

new phase in the use of photography in identification procedures. Earlier colonial 

administrative systems were blended together in a way which created a much stricter 

and more regulated system of exemption than had previously existed. The Victorian 

exemption system provided the basic administrative framework but prospective 

'coloured' travellers had to additionally convince officials of their 'domicile' status, a 

term previously used in earlier colonial legislation in New South Wales and 

Queensland.90 To be considered domiciled applicants had to prove they had a 'bona fide' 

intention of making Australia a 'permanent home' as well as having resided in the 

Commonwealth for a certain period of time. 91  In addition to the identification 

                                                 

89 Paul Jones states that Certificates of Domicile forms were suspended by proclamation in 1903 and by 
legislation in December 1905. A circular issued in January 1906 details the bureaucratic transfer of these 
forms suggesting it was part of the changes put in place as part of the amendments to the 1901 Act in 
1905. Michael Williams states, however, that in New South Wales, Certificates of Domicile were still in 
use in 1907 and Paul Jones notes they were still being issued in Queensland as late as 1910. Jones, 
Chinese-Australian Journeys, pp.19, 41. NAA: A1, 1909/10853. Michael Williams, 'A guide to tracing a 
Chinese ancestor', CHAF, http://www.chaf.lib.latrobe.edu.au/pdf/IRA_Guide.pdf, accessed 19 May 2009. 
90 Jones, Chinese-Australian Journeys, pp.39, 41. 
91 NAA: B13, 1902/458. Atlee Hunt reiterates this in another file note: 'Attention is invited to my letter of 
the 15th inst. dealing with this matter. It will be clear from that letter that mere residence is not sufficient. 
There must be a bona fide intention to make a permanent home in the Commonwealth. Chinese & 
Hindoos therefore who are in Australia merely for the purpose of making money wherewith to provide for 
passing their old age in comfort in their native land are not entitled to certificates.' NAA: B13, 1902/599. 
NAA: J3117, item 37, 'Correspondence relating to all applications for Certificates of Domicile being 
processed by Collector of Customs'. 
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photographs used under colonial Victorian system, the federal system also incorporated 

hand printing and written physical descriptions which had been used on colonial 

certificates issued by New South Wales and South-Australian controlled Northern 

Territory.92 For a short period authorities considered dispensing with photographs as 

they felt handprints would provide sufficient identification but this was quickly 

abandoned. 93  There was still considerable debate within criminology about the 

suitability of various systems of identification, particularly between anthropometric and 

fingerprinting systems.94  

 

Photographs on certificates were now more regulated than before. Applicants now had 

to provide 'two side face and two full face' carte-de-visite format photographs which 

were then attached to the certificate and its duplicate held by Customs [Image 28].95 

Forms were introduced as officials were concerned that without a standard form 

'applications will be very irregular and incomplete thus causing unnecessary trouble and 

delay'. Certificates were delivered to applicants on the boat before their departure.96 

Early duplicates of Certificates of Domicile issued in New South Wales are contained in 

a bound volume.97 Each certificate has front and side portraits attached which have been 

roughly trimmed to fit into the space allowed for photographic identification. The first 

certificate was issued 3 February 1902. To help guard against substitution an embossed 

stamp was applied to photographs and the applicant was required to sign their name on 

the photograph and the exemption form. A similar range of methods were also later 

                                                 

92 On 30 September 1900 H.N.P. Wollaston, head of the Department of Trade and Customs in Victoria 
suggested that all naturalised Chinese be hand printed 'for future reference' but this was not implemented 
until after the federal government took control. Day, Smugglers and Sailors, p.304. Fingerprinting was 
also introduced in New Zealand in 1904 with the hope that photographs could be dispensed with. Murphy 
(ed.), Guide to Laws and Policies Relating to the Chinese in New Zealand 1871-1997. 
93 NAA: AP214/9, vol.1, Circular dated 22 December 1902 and Circular dated 28 July 2003. Jones, Alien 
Acts, 1998, p.67.  
94 Anthropometric systems involved taking measurements from the body, sometimes from a photograph. 
Anne M Joseph, 'Anthropometry, the police expert, and the Deptford murders: The contested introduction 
of fingerprinting for the identification of criminals in late Victorian and Edwardian Britain', in Jane 
Caplin and John Torpey (eds.), Documenting Individual Identity: The Development of State Practices in 

the Modern World, Princeton, Princeton University Press, 2001, 164-183. Peter Becker, 'The standardized 
gaze: The standardisation of the search warrant in nineteenth-century Germany', in Jane Caplin and John 
Torpey (eds.), Documenting Individual Identity: The Development of State Practices in the Modern 

World, Princeton, Princeton University Press, 2001, pp.139-163. Bevan, Fingerprints. 
95 One of the earlier drafts of the form did not include a reference to photographs but added in a pencil 
note were instructions to add the text 'and also 4 carte de visite photographs 2 side & 2 full face'. The 
final form was approved on 4 February 1902. NAA: B13, 1902/599. Early Victorian examples and 
correspondence about Certificates of Domicile can be found in series B13. 
96 NAA: B13, 1903/6983. 
97 NAA: SP11/6.  
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used to attach photographs to the passports to prevent tampering.98 Copies of unmarked 

photographs were kept by Customs.  

 

These changes are evident from the very earliest applications made under the 

Immigration Restriction Act 1901. Loo Pon's application, for example, included a letter 

to Customs officials applying for a Certificate of Domicile which had two character 

references and four photographs attached. 99  Loo Pon also completed a Statutory 

Declaration signed by a Justice of the Peace and completed a hand-typed (rather than 

printed) application form that specified he provide carte-de-visite format photographs 

'two side face and two full face'. The two photographs on file, despite regulations to the 

contrary, are cabinet format, one showing Loo Pon full length and facing to the front in 

one and in a three-quarter pose in the other. He was also questioned by officials as to 

whether he intended to make Australia his permanent home.  

 

Over time the system of exemptions for Chinese Australians went through a range of 

modifications and restructures, photographic procedures remained largely unchanged, 

although they were fine-tuned, particularly in relation to children. From 1910 police 

regularly took identification photographs of applicants with them when doing their 

checks on applicants.100 Around 1913 Atlee Hunt requested new photographs of all 

children who had entered Australia on educational exemptions as many now did not 

have to wear a queue and so would apparently look markedly different without it.101 

Historian Kate Bagnall describes the difficulties authorities had trying to clarify the 

identity of Walter Way in 1911 using two sets of photographs of him aged four and 

thirteen.102 In circular number 102, issued from Sydney some time between 1914 and 

1931, officials were instructed to obtain fresh photographs of children granted 

exemptions at regular intervals, 'say every three years'. These were to bear an 

endorsement that indicated the name of the child and their place and date of birth. 

Applications for extensions of certificates for children under three had to provide a fresh 

                                                 
98 These included special rivets, extra strong glue, ink or embossed stamps, signature slips, intricate 
wafers pasted over one edge of the picture and even thumbprints. Martin Lloyd, The Passport: The 

History of Man's Most Travelled Document, Gloucestershire, Sutton Publishing, 2003, p.106. 
99 NAA: B13, 1902/1446. 
100 B13, 1910/1833 
101 NAA: A1, 1920/7136. 
102 Bagnall, Golden Shadows on a White Land, 2006, p.206. She cites: NAA: SP42/1, C1912/906. 
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photograph for the extension.103 By 1918 Poon Gooey was required to provide six, 

rather than four 'unmounted and not retouched', photographs. Photographic portraits 

were now to be 'taken with hat off' be '3½ inches x 2½ inches' in size, and the profile 

copies were to be 'distinctly side face, not three-quarter'.104 These specifications were 

still being used as late as 1930.105  

 

The focus of much research on the nature and extent of photography's 'negative, 

repressive power' within the newly bureaucratising police and prison systems of the 

nineteenth century, there were other forms of identification photography in which 

subjects had a much greater choice in how they were represented.106 Carte-de-visite 

photographs, for example, were originally used in France, but not Australia, as visiting 

cards.107 In Australia, one of the other ways they were used was on identity and season 

passes at international exhibitions, such as: the Sydney International Exhibition in 1879, 

the Melbourne International Exhibition held in 1888, and the Tasmanian International 

Exhibition held in Launceston in 1891 and 1892.108 The use of identity photography to 

regulate Chinese immigration falls somewhere between the voluntary use of 

photography on visiting cards and exhibition passes and the much more regulated form 

adopted in prisons.  

 

Use of identification photography for exemption certificates and prisoner records was 

an attempt by government bureaucracies to identify particular individuals on a large 

scale, for possible later identification in a systematic manner. Identification photography 

                                                 
103 NAA: C4203, box 1, folio 107, 'Circular, Collector of Customs, Sydney, NSW, Re L.A.I., No.102'.  
104 NAA: B13, 1918/25405. 
105 NAA: B13, 1930/17011. 
106 For examples of research on the more 'repressive power' of identification photography see: John Tagg, 
The Burden of Representation: Essays on Photographies and Histories, London, MacMillan Education, 
1988. Allan Sekula, 'The body and the archive', October, vol. 29, (Winter 1986), pp.3-64. Jennifer Green-
Lewis, Framing the Victorians: Photography and the Culture of Realism, Ithaca, Cornell University 
Press, 1996, chapter 6. 
107 Helen Ennis, 'Mirror with a memory', Mirror with a Memory: Photographic Portraiture in Australia, 
Canberra, ACT, National Portrait Gallery, 2000, p.11. Warwick Reeder, The Democratic Image: The 
Carte-de-Visite in Australia 1859-1874, MLit, Art History, Australian National University, 1995, p.10. 
Deborah Poole pays particular attention to their significance as objects that could be collected. Deborah 
Poole, Vision, Race and Modernity: A Visual Economy of the Andean Image World, Princeton, New 
Jersy, Princeton University Press, 1997, pp.110-114. 
108 Reeder, The Democratic Image, 1995, pp.11, 83. Richard Anthony John Neville, Faces of Australia: 

Image, Reality and the Portrait, Sydney, NSW, State Library of NSW Press, 1992, plate 2. PROV: VPRS 
840, Unit 4. Thanks to Pauline Rule for drawing my attention to these PROV photographs. 'Mrs Irvine's 
Tasmanian Exhibition passes', The McCullagh Collection, http://mccullaghcollection.blogspot.com/ 
search/label/Frank%20Gee%20Duff, accessed 25 August 2007. 
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in both systems also became increasingly regulated as bureaucrats tried to improve the 

success of identifying reoffenders by prescribing a set procedure for the way subjects 

were to be photographed to reduce differences in the appearance of individuals caused 

by the way they were photographed. Prisoners were given no choice about who 

photographed them and what they wore in photographs. By the late 1890s prisoner 

portraiture was already strictly regulated and prisoners were photographed by prison 

photographers in front and profile view and these portraits supplemented with written 

descriptions of the prisoner such as height, weight, identifying scars, hair and eye 

colour.109 By the late 1920s three portraits were printed on a single print in order to 

assist in identifying the prisoner. The left-hand side of print was divided in two, and the 

top and bottom sections contained head-and-shoulder portraits in front and profile view. 

The right-hand side of the print contained a full-length portrait of the prisoner standing, 

commonly wearing a hat and outdoor clothes, beside a vertical ruler with their height 

marked.110  

 

Identification photography on Australian exemption applications in the 1890s more 

closely resembled honorific portraiture than identification portraits in prisons and only 

Queensland used written physical descriptions and photography to identify individuals. 

This changed under the Immigration Restriction Act 1901, when application forms 

required photographic portraits to be taken in hard profile as well as full frontal, and 

physical characteristics such as hair and eye colour and distinguishing scars were also 

noted. Full-length portraits were never adopted for exemption documentation. Colonial 

and then federal government bureaucrats also chose to have Chinese Australians 

provide their own portraits than have the uniformity of visual presentation that would 

have emerged if a Customs-appointed photographer had been used. 111  This meant 

Chinese Australians bore the cost of purchasing portraits but it also meant they could 

choose their photographer and, in negotiation with the photographer and guided by 

authority requirements, control the way they were represented. At times the photographs 

                                                 
109 This is based primarily on a reading of photographs in the Central Registers for Male Prisoners (1873, 
1886-1887, 1899-1900, 1911-1912, 1924-1925). A sampling of prisoner records in New South Wales and 
Queensland suggests a similar pattern. VPRO: VPRS 515, units 17, 38, 53, 63, 74. 
110 Photographs such as these were also being used in Queensland but as separate prints. QSA, Series ID 
342. 
111 It is worth noting that as with prisoner photographs, even photographs taken by an Immigration 
Department-employed photographer such as in the United States were still 'far from standardized'. Pegler-
Gordon, 'Chinese exclusion, photography and the development of U.S. immigration policy', p.114. 
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produced, and subsequently accepted by authorities, subverted and challenged the visual 

requirements set by authorities. Poon Gooey's three-quarter pose rather than full profile 

portraits were accepted but only after permission was granted under direction of the 

Sub-Collector, and Louey Wee Hee and Ah Lim also appear to have only provided a 

single photograph for their applications in 1908.112  

 

Photographic portraits were commonly sold in groups of six or twelve and in some 

cases it is known that exemption photographs were also used for personal purposes. It is 

probable that William Nean's portrait on his racing bicycle in the B6443 series was 

taken for personal purposes as well as to grant him exemption.113  The photograph 

accepted by authorities in 1922 of Stanley Ah Mouy aged four years showed him in a 

cane chair reading a children's book.114 This photograph was probably accepted and 

handprints dispensed with as a number of members of the Ah Mouy family were 

significant community leaders in Melbourne.  

 

One of the most significant differences between the two forms of identification 

photography is that while prisoner photographs were photographs of an undesirable 

Other, exemption photographs were portraits of 'Chinese' and then, under the 1901 Act, 

'coloured' immigrants who were allowed to remain resident in Australia. They were the 

product of efforts to exclude and differentiate this group from a different undesirable 

group - non-resident 'Chinese' or 'coloured' immigrants - who were not photographed at 

all. The Chinese being photographed for exemption certificates were those who had a 

right to domicile and, even though they were simultaneously denied citizenship through 

naturalisation which relegated them to the status of 'alien' Australians, the government 

nevertheless felt some responsibility for them. In this respect they more closely 

resemble identification photographs used on passports. 

 

Legislation that restricted Chinese and other 'undesirable' immigration, together with the 

associated bureaucracies, was part of how governments from the eighteenth century 

onwards worked to define their citizens, and so is related to the development of national 

                                                 
112 NAA: B13, 1918/25405. NAA: MT19/4, 1908 LOUEY WEE HEE. NAA: MT19/4, 1908 AH LIM. 
113 NAA: B6443, 1139. 
114 NAA: B13, 1923/15626. 
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passports and the evolution of the nation-state.115 Early examples of restrictions on the 

movement of undesirable populations in Europe include restrictions on the movement of 

gypsies and beggars.116 In order to extract resources from their populations and also to 

support them, nation-states need to develop the capacity to 'embrace' the individuals in 

their populations and also isolate those who were not part of their population.117 It was 

only by binding and nurturing the populations within them that modern states could then 

extract resources from these same populations. These systems have evolved to a point in 

the twenty-first century where nation-states virtually monopolise the regulation of 

movement of both their own populations and those outside them. Passport and visa 

systems allow the state to monitor the movement of its own citizens, control the entry of 

their non-citizens, and also restrict the entry of those considered undesirable across their 

borders. In the nineteenth and early twentieth century these systems of bureaucracy and 

notions of nationhood were still evolving. The development and use of passports to 

regulate movement between nation-states meant that all citizens who travelled outside 

their home country were monitored in an effort to prevent other unwanted arrivals. The 

success with which the nation-state wooed its subjects into accepting these bureaucratic 

constraints is illustrated by the fact that, for most people, applying for a passport is a 

bureaucratic inconvenience rather than an act of oppression. The process of applying for 

a passport has become so embedded into modern life that it has become normal.118  

 

There are significant similarities between the systems used to regulate Chinese 

immigration in the nineteenth and twentieth centuries and those used to regulate the 

travel of Australian citizens today. Under the current passport system if an Australian 

citizen wishes to leave the country and freely return again at a later date, the 

government requires that they present a passport on their departure and return, in order 

to prevent the entrance of undesirable immigrants. Someone who has known the 

                                                 
115 See John Torpey for discussion on the history of passports and earlier travel documentation and the 
gradual global evolution of nation-states. David Day similarly argues that the control of customs played 
an important role in the construction and assertion of British, and then Australian control, over Australia's 
borders. John Torpey, The Invention of the Passport: Surveillance, Citizenship and the State, Cambridge, 
Cambridge University Press, 2000. Day, Smugglers and Sailors, pp.438-439.  
116 Torpey, The Invention of the Passport, p.18. 
117 John Torpey argues that in order to effectively 'penetrate' society, the modern state needed to first 
'embrace' their populations. Torpey, The Invention of the Passport, chapter 1. 
118 As noted by Christopher Pinney, the use of photographs by the state for surveillance and identification 
purposes are so 'routinized as part of modern experience and are so deeply inserted into social practice 
that they appear completely "normal"'. Christopher Pinney, Camera Indica: The Social Life of Indian 

Photographs, Chicago, University of Chicago Press, 1998, p.23. 
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applicant for ten years is required to verify the identity of the applicant, and the 

applicant's height and whether they are a twin is recorded. As part of identifying the 

individual who owns the passport, a photographic portrait is attached. Detailed 

guidelines are provided to facilitate the creation of the appropriate style of photograph. 

It must show only the head and top of the shoulders with the subject posed square on, 

facing the camera directly. Subjects are requested not to smile or frown and to pose in 

front of a plain, light-coloured background without any head covering unless for 

religious reasons [Image 37].119 Even babies are subjected to these regulations.120 When 

the traveller returns through Customs this photograph is checked against the face of the 

person claiming to own the passport. An individual travelling without a passport would 

be considered suspicious.  

 

The similarities between nineteenth century Chinese exemption systems and modern 

Australian passport regulations are perhaps not a coincidence. Atlee Hunt who oversaw 

the development of the bureaucracy behind the implementation of the Immigration 

Restriction Act 1901 was also responsible for researching possible passport systems for 

an Australian passport.121 Australia's passport history does not really begin until the 

beginning of World War I, well after the development of administrative systems used to 

regulate exemptions for Chinese Australians. Since Australia's colonisation, successive 

colonial and federal governments have monitored the people entering and leaving their 

jurisdiction using passenger arrival and departure lists compiled by ship captains and 

other systems.122 As a British colony, Australia's passport systems were tied to Britain's, 

which can be traced back to the fifteenth century to documents of 'safe conduct' issued 

by the King or Queen.123 British passports, first issued in Australia in 1858, verified an 

                                                 

119 There are a list of requirements that cover the photography quality, the style and lighting, glasses and 
head covers and also facial expression and frame. This covers adults and children and babies. 'Photograph 
guidelines', Department of Foreign Affairs and Trade, https://www.passports.gov.au/Web/Requirements/ 
Photos.aspx, accessed 25 August 2007.  
120 See article by Sophie Lee describing the difficulty she had obtaining an appropriate photograph of her 
four-month old son for a passport photograph. Sunday Herald Sun, Sunday magazine, 26 August 2007. 
121 Jane Doulman and David Lee, Every Assistance and Protection: A History of the Australian Passport, 
Leichhardt, NSW, Federation Press, 2008, pp.46-47. 
122 Captains did not, however, always clearly identify individuals on these lists. For example Chinese 
passengers, particularly during the goldfields period, were often not named, the captains simply noting the 
number of Chinese who had arrived. Doulman, Every Assistance and Protection, 2008, pp34-40.  
123 It was not until 1949 that passports issued in Australia had the words 'Australian passport' written on 
them instead of 'British passport'. For information on Australian passport history see: Doulman, Every 

Assistance and Protection, 2008. Australian Government, Department of Foreign Affairs and Trade, 
http://www.passports.gov.au/Web/PassportHistory.aspx, accessed 22 August 2007. Caslon Analytics, 



Image 37 - Copy of Department of Foreign Affairs passport photograph guidelines, valid from 

1 May 2003.

(Courtesy Department of Foreign Affairs)
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individual's right to travel as a British subject.124 In the later part of the nineteenth 

century, passports fell into disuse or were discarded by many countries. It was only 

during World War I as countries became more concerned about who crossed their 

national borders and who their citizens were, that passports were viewed as a necessity 

again.125 World War I acted as a catalyst for their reintroduction. Many countries who 

initially established temporary controls over the movement of their subjects, in the 

immediate post-war period made these temporary requirements permanent.126 This was 

also the case in Australia. In 1915, at the request of the British government, Australia 

adopted a passport in keeping with the new Imperial passports that took the book form 

with an attached photograph now familiar today.127 Regulations stated that applicants 

must submit two unmounted photographs for their passports. This appears to be 

Australia's first use of identification photography on passports.128  

 

The identification photographs used for exemption purposes, such as those contained in 

the B6443 series, are therefore best seen as part of the broader application and spread of 

identification photography spatially and across a range of fields and particularly as part 

                                                                                                                                               

'passport & travel', http://www.caslon.com.au/passportsnote.htm, accessed 1 September 2007; David 
Dutton, Citizenship in Australia: A Guide to Commonwealth Government Records, Canberra, ACT, 
National Archives of Australia, 1999. 
124  'The history of passports', United Kingdom Passport Service, http://www.ukpa.gov.uk/general_ 
history.asp, accessed 4 September 2007. 
125 Lloyd, The Passport, p.115. 
126 Torpey, The Invention of the Passport, p.116. 
127 Australia's War Precautions Act 1914-1915 required that all persons in Australia over 16 years of age, 
on leaving the Commonwealth, possess a passport. This was made permanent in 1920 under the Passport 
Act. Australian Government, Department of Foreign Affairs and Trade, http://www.passports.gov.au/ 
Web/PassportHistory.aspx, accessed 22 August 2007. Dutton, Citizenship in Australia. Digital copy at 
http://www.naa.gov.au/Publications/research_guides/guides/ctznship/chapter4.htm, accessed 30 August 
2007. NAA: MP56/6. Britain led attempts in 1920 within the League of Nations to globally standardise 
the format of passports in a book form. Lloyd, The Passport, pp.107, 121. 
128 NAA: MP56/6, Extract from Commonwealth of Australia Gazette, no.16, dated 27 February 1915. The 
United States also issued its first passports with photographs in December 1914. Instructions in the 
United States recommended that the subject wear 'street or travel dress' and that hats not be worn unless 
part of religious attire. Lloyd, The Passport, pp.97, 104. Photographs were not mentioned as part of 
Australian regulations related to passports published in the Commonwealth of Australia Gazette, dated 7 
September 1912. As in Britain, photographs may have been used on passports in an ad hoc manner before 
1915. However, Australian passports issued to Nazlie Khyat in 1902 and Moses Rosanovsky in 1908 did 
not include photographs. The idea of using photographs on passports was put forward as early as 1851 in 
France but this suggestion was not taken up. According to Martin Lloyd there were no regulations that 
specified that a photographic portrait should be used on British passports until 1920. From 1920 
regulations required that a 'Duplicate small unmounted photographs of the applicant (and wife if to be 
included) must be sent, one of which must be certified on the back by the recommender'. It was not until 
1940 that the following was added to passport forms'…These photographs should be printed on thin paper 
and measure not more than 3 inches by 2 inches or less than 2 ½ inches by 1 ½ inches. They should be 
taken full face without a hat'. NAA: MP56/6. NAA: A1, 1911/10849. NAA: MP56/12, item 6. Lloyd, The 

Passport, pp.101, 105. 
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of efforts by governments to control their resident populations. There are clearly 

tensions between the 'emancipatory' and 'repressive' aspects of identification 

photographs used on exemption and passport documentation and how such 

documentation both facilitates mobility and communication for one group while 

simultaneously controlling and restricting it for another. Series B6443, created by 

colonial Victoria Customs authorities is an example of the visual surveillance of 

Chinese Australians by government authorities, but at least from the 1890s and arguably 

afterwards, authorities were not prepared to treat Chinese Australians with the same 

rigidity that they did criminals. Chinese Australians who provided customs officials 

with their portraits as part of the B6443 series and later within more regulated systems 

under the Immigration Restriction Act 1901, have played an important role in the 

broader acceptance by all Australians, of state and institutionally-imposed identification 

photography in other areas, such as passports. Despite the fact that they were created by 

legislation that aimed to build an 'White Australia', these photographs are better 

understood as photographs of 'Australians' who look Chinese, than as photographs of 

the 'Chinese' whom the government was trying to exclude. 

 

The next chapter examines a very different set of portraits of elderly Chinese 

Australians created by others as private snapshots for their own purposes but which 

were later utilised as part of local history-making in the gold-rush towns of Australia.  
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4. Making the 'Last Chinaman' 

Snapshot photographs of old Chinese men wearing ragged clothes, often at work or 

beside a tumble-down hut can be found in the collections of white Australians (see 

Chapter 2 for Northern Territory examples). It is often no longer possible to determine 

why many of these photographs were taken. Some, for example, may have been taken 

because the men were neighbours or friends, or perhaps because they were thought to be 

oddities. A small distinct group of these photographs, however, have been used and 

described publicly as photographs of the 'last Chinaman'. This category is so clearly 

enunciated in published local histories, particularly in Victoria and New South Wales, 

that the bulk of these photographs can be used to support the narrative of the 'last 

Chinaman' or the story of Chinese Australians as a vanishing people. The idea of a 

vanishing people is most evident in Australian history in the concept of Aboriginal 

people as a 'dying race'. The telling of Chinese-Australian history as the story of a 

vanishing people, however, like the 'dying race' narrative, requires an act of 

imagination.
1
 The 'last Chinaman' narrative has four distinct elements - Chinese arrive 

during the gold rushes in large numbers, there are cultural tensions, restrictive 

immigration legislation is passed and the Chinese population disappears as Chinese 

sojourners return home and the remaining old Chinese die.  

 

This chapter interrogates the nature of 'last Chinaman' photographs and demonstrates 

how photographs of old frail Chinese men in the early decades of the twentieth century 

have been mobilised to tell histories which mark the passing of the 'roaring days' of the 

gold rushes and the subsequent decline of small rural settlements over the course of the 

twentieth century. It argues that the desire to represent twentieth-century Chinese 

Australians in these photographs, which have often circulated publicly, as in decline and 

as remnants of the gold generation, has meant that the contribution of Chinese 

Australians to Australia's urban history and representations of Chinese Australians as 

modern, urban, Australians have both been overshadowed.  

 

This popular historical narrative of a vanishing people is driven largely by population 

statistics. Australia's Chinese population, the largest non-white immigrant group in the 

                                                 

1
 John Fitzgerald, Big White Lie: Chinese Australians in White Australia, Sydney, NSW, UNSW Press, 

2007, p.212. 
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nineteenth century, is estimated to have reached its peak during the Victorian and New 

South Wales gold rushes in the mid-1850s at forty to fifty thousand.
2
 As opportunities 

offered by the Victorian and New South Wales gold rushes petered out and restrictive 

immigration legislation was put in place, the number of Chinese in Australia dropped in 

1871 by around ten thousand. Later gold rushes in Queensland and other places in 

Australia prompted a new surge of Chinese immigration and the Chinese population in 

Australia rose again to 38,533 in 1881.
3

 Many colonies reintroduced restrictive 

legislation in the 1880s and the total Chinese population of Australia fell again. By 1901 

it was 29,627 and it continued to fall until in 1947 it was only 9,144. Despite some 

waxing and waning of the total Chinese population in Australia in the nineteenth 

century, the overall image described by these population statistics is one of population 

decline. 

 

What these broad statistics obscure is that despite the fact the overall decline in numbers 

of Chinese in Australia and particularly their rapid decline in rural areas, the number of 

Chinese in Australia's major cities grew dramatically. Melbourne and Sydney's Chinese 

populations as a proportion of the total Chinese population in Victoria and New South 

Wales rose from around two percent (581 and 189) in each colony in 1861 to around 

thirty-four and thirty-eight percent (2,431 and 3,474) respectively by 1901.
4
 In these 

large urban centres vibrant social, political and religious communities developed that 

linked many Chinese Australians and their families around Australia. Michael Williams 

has carefully demonstrated that while others may have viewed Chinese Australians as 

unsuccessful, for Chinese Australians, prestige and social status in the home village was 

much more significant and on these terms many Chinese Australians were very 

successful.
5
 Chinese immigrants continued to arrive in Australia both legally and 

illegally throughout periods of immigration restriction, although only in very small 

numbers in the twentieth century. Children with Chinese ancestry were also born here. 

The experiences of those who arrived after the gold-rush period and the Chinese men, 

women and children who settled and lived uneventful ordinary lives are invisible in 

                                                 

2
 C.Y. Choi, Chinese Migration and Settlement in Australia, Sydney, NSW, Sydney University Press, 

1975, p.20. According to the population census in 1861 it had dropped to 38,258. 
3
 Choi, Chinese Migration and Settlement in Australia, pp.22, 42. 

4
 Choi, Chinese Migration and Settlement in Australia, p.28. 

5
 Michael Williams, Destination Qiaoxiang: Pearl River Delta Villages and Pacific Ports, 1849-1949, 

PhD, University of Hong Kong, 2002. 
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these local histories which are generally written about rural areas. It has therefore taken 

an act of imagination to construct the history of Chinese in Australia as one of a 

disappearing people.  

 

The story of Australia's Aboriginal people as that of a dying race is also a common 

motif in Australian history and, as a concept, is generally associated with nineteenth-

century colonisation and the justification by colonisers of their violent dispossession of 

the land's Indigenous peoples. It emerged in Australia as early as the 1830s from the 

notion that Aboriginal people, as a race, were doomed to extinction.
6
 By the 1880s and 

1890s, as the ideas of Social Darwinism were popularised in the press and elsewhere, it 

was increasingly argued that this was biologically determined and could not be 

avoided.
7
 Aboriginal people were seen as 'doomed to extinction by God and the law of 

progress' rather than because of the violence of colonisation.
8
 The price of modernity, 

imperialism and progress was seen to be the inevitable loss of these 'weaker' societies or 

'races'. This evoked in people a sense of sympathy and nostalgia and an urgent desire to 

document and research these peoples before they disappeared, particularly with a 

camera.
9
 James Faris describes this as a 'shallow guilt' and the 'by-product of the 

Progressive expansionist mentality'.
10

 It was an important motivation in the early 

development of the scientific field of anthropology in the nineteenth century and 

contributed to the importance of the photographic record of these individuals.
11

. The 

newly-developed technology of photography was one of the tools used to salvage and 

preserve stories of these people who were rapidly vanishing.
12

 These scientific ideas 
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also spread into the popular imagination and influenced 'high art', souvenir and personal 

photography.
13

  

 

Just as colonists felt free to indulge in a sense of nostalgia about Aboriginal people once 

they were no longer considered a threat to the colonising project, so too they could feel 

nostalgic about Chinese Australians once they no longer threatened an imagined White 

Australia.
14

 Photographs of the 'last Chinaman' visually expressed the idea that not only 

were these the last Chinese resident in a particular area but that there were, and would 

be, no further Chinese arrivals. By the time these photographs were created in the early 

decades of the twentieth century strong restrictions on new Chinese immigration had 

been in place in most Australian colonies since the 1880s and in 1901 these were 

expanded to cover all 'coloured' immigration and applied nation-wide. Even if White 

Australia was to wistfully imagine another gold rush or similar economic boon, there 

would be no new Chinese immigrants to participate in it. These 'last' Chinese marked 

the end of an era, the success of the White Australia Policy and perhaps even the victory 

of white races over the Chinese in the successful colonisation of Australia.  

 

Photographs and illustrations of 'last' Aboriginal people began to be created from the 

1880s and were strongly influenced by physiognomic photographic methods popular in 

anthropology at the time. These portraits retained some of their anthropological origins. 

Rather than the standard three-quarter profile used for honorific portraits, 'last 

Aboriginal' portraits tend to show the head and shoulders of subjects, often taken either 

full frontal or in complete profile.
15

 Margaret Maynard notes that these portraits were 

also frequently inscribed with the local language name of the subject, information about 

the locality of their tribes and also the name of the artist and the date the work was 

created. She argues that the inclusion of the personal names of subjects was part of their 

                                                 

13
 Maynard has explored how the 'dying race' attitude influenced representations of Indigenous 

Australians in 'high art' in the 1880s and 1890s and Lydon and Quartermaine have discussed this in 

relation to other kinds of photographic forms, particularly souvenir albums. Margaret Maynard, 

'Projections of melancholy', in Ian Donaldson and Tamsin Donaldson (eds.), Seeing the First Australians, 

Sydney, NSW, Allen & Unwin, 1985, pp.92-109. Lydon, Eye Contact. Peter Quartermaine, 'Johannes 

Lindt: Photographer of Australia and New Guinea', in Mike Gidley (ed.), Representing Others: White 

Views of Indigenous People, Exeter, University of Exeter Press for AmACAS, 1992, pp.84-96.  
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role as historical, rather than anthropological, documents.
16

 The most famous example 

of this form of photography are Charles Alfred Woolley's (1834-1922) portraits of 

Truganini and other members of her tribe taken in 1866 [Image 38]. The intention 

behind Woolley's photographs was quasi-scientific, but they began to be labelled as 'last 

of the Tasmanians' and became popular collectable photographs from the time of 

Truganini's death in 1876.
17

  

 

As immigrants to Australia, Chinese were not of interest to anthropologists as research 

subjects in the same way as Indigenous people. As a result, even though 'last Chinaman' 

photographs were driven by a similar sense of nostalgia, and understood in racial terms, 

these portraits do not have the same scientific motivations behind them that images of 

'last' Aboriginal people did. Photographs of the 'last Chinaman' were created from the 

1900s through into the 1930s and early 1940s, much later than those of 'last' Aboriginal 

people. By the turn of the century photographic technology was capable of capturing a 

wide range of subject matter and photographic styles had broadened and relaxed. As 

discussed in Chapter 2, the private snapshot photograph, that could be taken indoors and 

outdoors and could better capture moving subjects, had taken precedence over the more 

formal and visually-constrained studio portraiture popular in the nineteenth century.
18

 

Created within this visual milieu, photographs of the 'last Chinaman' could come in 

many forms, but were generally full-length casual snapshots of elderly men either 

engaged in work or posed in front of a very basic home.
19

  

 

Many seem to have been taken on the spur of the moment as snapshots and were loosely 

captioned. In some, the photograph was taken without alerting the subject, or was 

created just after they were made aware of the camera. Subjects wear their everyday 

clothes, generally a mismatched suit and aside from their faces show no obvious 
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markers of their Chinese ancestry.
20

 Many of these 'last Chinaman' photographs were 

informally annotated and captioned, and less commonly dated. Some captions are quite 

simple, 'Thought to be the last Chinese in Hill End' or '"Jimmy" - known as the "last of 

the Chinamen"',
21

 others more specifically describe subjects as the last mainlander, the 

last miner or the last gardener. Some identifications are inaccurate and multiple 'last' 

Chinese emerge illustrating how strongly rural communities wanted to identify someone 

as a 'last Chinaman'. In Beechworth, Wong Hor was both the 'last' Chinese in the area 

and also the 'last' Chinese to arrive to the Beechworth gold rushes, while Henry Ah Yet 

is remembered as the 'last' Chinese to die in the area with his grave signposted as the 

'last Chinese person buried in Beechworth in the Chinese section' of the cemetery, and a 

group of six men in front of the Beechworth Benevolent Asylum are also described as 

'the last survivors of the Chinese mining community Beechworth'.
22

 

 

In the same way that the many surviving descendants of Aboriginal people in Tasmania 

who continued to live on Kangaroo Island, near Adelaide, had to be ignored in order to 

imagine Truganini as the last Tasmanian Aboriginal, 'last Chinaman' identifications and 

portraits also represented a particular kind of Chinese person.
23

 As observed by cultural 

theorist Chris Healy, there is a fundamental paradox in this situation where 'Aborigines 

are remembered as absent in the face of continuing and actual indigenous historical 

presence'.
24

 'Wong Hor' or 'Blind Tommy' from Beechworth was described as the 'last 

Chinaman' in the area in Ovens and Murray Advertiser as early as 1924 and around 

1941 was both photographed and drawn as one.
25

 He was blind, elderly, lived on his 

own out of town. At the same time he was being represented as a 'last Chinaman', the 

children of Chinese-born Bartholomew Wong Poo and his Devonshire-born wife Sarah 

Jane were also living in the area. Bartholomew Wong died in 1912 but his third son, 
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Image 38 - Trucanini photographed as the 'last' Tasmanian Aboriginal in 1866 by C.A. Woolley.

(Courtesy Royal Anthropological Institute. Reproduced from E. Edwards (ed.) Anthropology and 

Photography, 1860-1920, New Haven, Yale University Press in association with the Royal 

Anthropological Institute, London, 1992, p.231. Original print held at the Royal Anthropological 

Institute, London. RAI Portrait of Truganini photographed by C.A. Woolley, 1866)



  



159 

James Albert Wong lived, raised a family, and worked as a photographer in Beechworth 

until his death in 1970 [Image 39].
26

 James Albert Wong was probably still viewed by 

many in the community as 'Chinese' but he was not photographed as a 'last Chinaman'. 

'Last Chinamen' were elderly men, born in China and, if they were employed, were 

engaged in solitary, manual employment generally associated with Chinese in Australia, 

such as hawking or market gardening. Those who did not stand out from the rest of the 

community in this way retained their anonymity as everyday Australians. 

 

As 'last Chinaman' photographs were being imagined as symbols of decline it was 

necessary that the subject look the part. This decline was expressed through the old age 

of the subjects (through wrinkled skin and hunched over postures), their careless and 

poor physical appearance (through worn, ill-fitting and damaged clothing and poor hair 

styling), evidence of years of hard physical labour (through worn dress, weather-worn 

skin and posed with associated work tools), poor health (such as lack of teeth or 

thinness), and social isolation (subjects are overwhelmingly photographed alone). 

 

Many of these photographs appear to have been taken by people who lived in the same 

local community as these men and so knew them. The casual snapshot format of the 

photographs suggests that they were generally not taken by professional photographers. 

The fact that many of the men in the photographs are named also indicates that they 

were known, at least superficially, by the photographer. Sometimes individuals are 

identified by simple nicknames, 'Blind Tommy' or 'Hatto' or the shortened familiar form 

of Chinese names such as, 'Ah Pen' or 'Ah Lok', but sometimes a fuller anglicised 

Chinese name is known such as 'Wong Hor' or 'Bobby Yet Fun'. Many written accounts 

ignore Chinese as individuals and discuss them in generalised terms. As historian John 

Fitzgerald points out, even today Chinese are represented as:  

 

…an ethnic group rather than as identifiable individuals. The appearance 

of Chinese in this or that region provides a fortuitous link between the 

region and 'Asia'. They rarely appear as Chinese Australians - as families 
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or individuals from China who happened to live in the area under the 

impression that they were Australian.
27

  

 

That names were used reflects the personal significance of these photographs to the 

local community. As well as being named, when these photographs were published or 

displayed later, accompanying text often includes brief anecdotes about them. 

Beechworth locals knew that 'Blind Tommy' was also called 'Wong Hor' and he was 

also remembered for selling produce from his 'very good vegetable garden', collecting 

cow manure from the side of the road for fertiliser, smoking small amounts of opium 

mixed with tobacco in a water pipe, and having his hut rebuilt by the local Shennan's 

family after it burnt down.
28

 

 

While the men in 'last Chinaman' photographs might have been named and known, there 

were limits to the extent and nature of these relationships. Knowledge about these 

individuals was easily lost or forgotten over time. For example the identification of Ah 

Pen and Robert Fun Yet has been confused in photographs of them.
29

 Even though these 

men might have been remembered quite fondly, they were often portrayed with humour 

as quirky 'characters', figures of fun, and positioned outside the mainstream local 

community. 'Hatto' obtained his nickname as he was never seen without his hat.
30

 

Robert Fun Yet was posed in an oversized dinner suit and top hat [Image 40].
31

 

According to a letter written to Sovereign Hill the suit had been borrowed by Robert 

Fun Yet from the letter writer's father.
32

 Many of the stories told about these men were 

sad ones that ended in loneliness and hardship. Local historian Harry Hodges describes 
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Image 39 - Black and white colour tinted photograph of James Wong fishing, taken by an unknown 

photographer near Beechworth in the twentieth century.

(Courtesy Beechworth Chinese Cultural Centre [D003851])

http://www.chia.chinesemuseum.com.au/objects/D003851.htm


  



Image 40 - Photograph of Robert Fun Yet as published in the Sun News Pictorial (Melbourne) on 21 

October 1922 with the caption ‘ROBERT FUN YET, a familiar figure in the Creswick district. He 

is probably the last survivor of the Chinese alluvial gold diggers of the roaring days’.

(Sun News Pictorial, 21 October 1922. Newspapers Collection, State Library of Victoria. [D002229])

http://www.chia.chinesemuseum.com.au/objects/D002229.htm
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how Mew Chip lost both his horse and vegetable produce down an old mining shaft, but 

then recounts Mew Chip 'shuffling dejectedly up the street, the tears coursing down his 

wrinkled and weather-beaten face'. Nothing more of the impact of this incident on Mew 

Chip's life was reported.
33

  

 

The ambiguous personal relationship between the photographer and 'last Chinaman' was 

also reflected in the nature of the poses adopted by subjects. Some subjects willingly 

posed and smiled for the camera, suggesting a familiarity with the photographer. An 

unidentified Hill End man displays a broad grin [Image 41], Mew Chip of Tambaroora 

looks directly at the camera in both his portraits [Image 42] as does 'Jimmy' of Linton 

[Image 43]. Others, however, appear to have been photographed while unaware or at 

work and to have had little choice about their participation in the photograph or how 

they were represented in the final image. An unidentified gardener in Jordan smiles at 

the camera, but looks to have been interrupted in his work rather than posing properly 

[Image 44]. The most striking example of this is the photograph of 'Blind Tommy' or 

Wong Hor who was clearly turning away from the camera when the photograph was 

taken [Image 45].  

 

The portrayal of these men as colourful characters added to their appeal as photographic 

subjects but, as men of Chinese ancestry, it was also a way for local communities to 

relate to these individuals who were not imagined to have a place in a White Australia, 

while at the same time ensuring their exclusion from mainstream local society. This was 

also observed by Bain Attwood in relation to Aboriginal people who remained outside 

the missions in the 1860s. Attwood argues that the construction of these individuals as 

'local characters' was used as a method of control and a way of giving these outsiders a 

place in local communities. These individuals were similarly named, given 'monarchic 

titles', treated as objects of fun and reported in newspapers in a humorous manner.
34

  

 

'Last Chinaman' photographs were taken by members of local communities as part of 

personal and informal efforts to document the history of the places where they lived and 

grew up. They were later moved out of private collections and into public circulation to 

                                                 

33
 Harry Hodge, The Hill End Story: A History of the Hill End-Tambaroora Goldfield Book 1, 

[Newcastle?, NSW], H. Hodge, 1964, p.190. 
34

 Attwood, The Making of the Aborigines, p.117. 
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be labelled as the 'last Chinaman' and become embedded in more formal history-

making. At the time 'last Chinaman' photographs were being created, from the 1900s 

through to at least the end of the 1930s, history was only just beginning to 

professionalise in Australia. Formal academic history did not emerge in Australia until 

the 1940s.
35

 Tom Griffith has described this earlier period as the 'hey-day' of the 

'antiquarian imagination', a period when there was considerable intellectual cross-

fertilisation between people such as 'collectors, archaeologists, naturalists, journalists, 

urban progressives, historians and heritage managers'.
36

 It was the 'plain men and 

women', as Graeme Davison describes them, rather than 'professional' historians, who 

were recording, commemorating and chronicling Australia's history.
37

 These people 

drew on a wide range of 'documentary, oral and environmental sources' and their 

interest 'often grew from scientific curiosity or from intimacy with a place or 

community'.
38

 This earlier history-writing in Australia began in the mid to late 

nineteenth century with the reminiscences of pioneer immigrants.  

 

By the early decades of the twentieth century the generation following the early 

pioneers were driven to continue the work these earlier pioneers had begun and it was at 

this point that Chinese began to be remembered as 'last Chinamen'.
39

 Graeme Davison 

argues there was a subtle change in the style and vocabulary between the histories of 

pioneers and the histories of their children - 'from recollection to recording, from 

celebration to commemoration, from testimony to chronicle'.
40

 In the 1930s the children 

of these pioneers began to organise themselves in a sustained way into country and 

suburban historical societies and also genealogical societies. It was these ordinary 

people, driven to remember the activities of their pioneer ancestors, who noticed the old 

Chinese men living in their rural communities, and touched by nostalgia, saw them as 

worthy of being photographed as a remnant of their district's past.  

 

                                                 

35
 Tom Griffiths, Hunters and Collectors: The Antiquarian Imagination in Australia, Cambridge, 

Cambridge University Press, 1996, p.211. 
36

 Griffiths, Hunters and Collectors, p.2. 
37

 Graeme Davison, The Use and Abuse of Australian History, Sydney, NSW, Allen & Unwin, 2003, 

p.201. 
38

 Griffiths, Hunters and Collectors, pp.1-3. 
39

 Davison, The Use and Abuse of Australian History, p.202. 
40

 Davison, The Use and Abuse of Australian History, p.203. 



Image 41 - Unidentified man from Hill End (NSW) taken by an unknown photographer, undated. 

(Mitchell Library, State Library of NSW: Small Picture collection, 'Chinese in Australia', ML Pic 

4470 [D001555])

http://www.chia.chinesemuseum.com.au/objects/D001555.htm
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http://www.chia.chinesemuseum.com.au/objects/D002878.htm
http://www.chia.chinesemuseum.com.au/objects/D002892.htm


  



Image 43 - Photograph of Jimmy of Linton as published in A Pictorial History of Linton 1939-1989.

(Linton and District Historical Society, A Pictorial History of Linton 1839-1989, Linton, Vic, Linton 

and District Historical Society, 1989 , p.8. [D001147])

http://www.chia.chinesemuseum.com.au/objects/D001147.htm


  



Image 44 - Photograph of an unidentified market gardener in Jordan as published by Owen F. 

Tomlin in his Gold for the Finding.

(Owen F. Tomlin, Gold for the Finding: A Pictorial History of Gippsland's Jordan Goldfield, 

Melbourne, Vic, Hill of Content, 1979, p.101. [D000865])

http://www.chia.chinesemuseum.com.au/objects/D000865.htm


  



Image 45 - Wong Hor turning away from the camera when photographed by an unknown 

photographer in the Beechworth area in Victoria, c1914-1941.

(Pictures Collection, State Library of Victoria, A.C. Dreier postcard collection, H23576 [D002847])

http://www.chia.chinesemuseum.com.au/objects/D002847.htm
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The historical accounts written in the nineteenth century, and well into the twentieth 

century by amateur historians, tended to be narratives of European conquest, histories of 

territory gained, settled and subdued and were peppered with lists of 'firsts'. Carefully-

posed portraits of Australia's pioneers, the 'first' white colonists and government 

officials, were used to memorialise their contribution to these processes.
41

 In contrast 

'last Chinaman' portraits were not celebratory or heroic but were images of decline and 

nostalgia, used as part of a counter-narrative that reinforced these histories of progress 

by representing Chinese immigrants as unsuccessful settlers. Other nineteenth-century 

coloured immigrants, such as Muslims from the Middle East and India were also 

photographed as the 'last Afghans' around the same time as people were photographed 

as the 'last Chinaman'.
42

 Australia's Indigenous past was worked into Australia's history 

slightly differently; as a history of 'relics', of an 'extinct people' where Indigenous 

people became 'trophies won in the pioneers' warfare with the new land'.
43

  

 

There are also some similarities between 'last Chinaman' photographs and photographs 

and paintings of the 'last' white miner or swagman created in the late nineteenth century. 

For example photographer Johannes Lindt made studies of typical bush types such as 

the prospector, the shearer and the swagman, as did Nicholas Caire and Frederick 

McCubbin's title for his painting A Bush Burial (1890), was originally The Last of the 

Pioneers.
44

 These 'bush types' were more inclined than those of the 'last Chinaman' to be 

idealised and celebrated as noble in paintings, photographs and literature.
45

 These 

written and visual portraits of 'bush types' emerged in the late nineteenth century and 

                                                 

41
 Thanks to Janis Wilton for suggesting this comparison between the 'first' white colonists and the 'last' 

Chinese. Davison, The Use and Abuse of Australian History, p.201. Griffiths, Hunters and Collectors, 

p.112.  
42

 For an example of a photograph of a 'last Afghan' see: Christine Stevens, Tin Mosques & Ghantowns: A 

History of Afghan Cameldrivers in Australia, Alice Springs, NT, Paul Fitzsimons, 2002, pp.210, 283. 
43

 Davison, The Use and Abuse of Australian History, p.201. Griffiths, Hunters and Collectors, p.107. 

Peter Quartermaine argues that in the face of 'acts of violence' against Aborigines by settlers, 

representations of Indigenous people had to show them as 'long suffering' rather than 'heroic'. 

Quartermaine, 'Johannes Lindt', p.87. 
44

 Quartermaine, 'Johannes Lindt', p.94. Anne-Marie Willis, Picturing Australia: A History of 

Photography, Sydney, NSW, Angus and Robertson Publishers, 1988, p.85. 
45

 For other examples of 'bush types' in painting, literature and photography see: Quartermaine, 'Johannes 

Lindt', p.94. Richard Anthony John Neville, Faces of Australia: Image, Reality and the Portrait, Sydney, 

NSW, State Library of NSW Press, 1992, pp.50-51. Russel Ward, The Australian Legend, Melbourne, 

Vic, OUP, 1977 (first published 1958), chapter 7. Richard White, Inventing Australia: Images and 

Identity 1688-1980, Sydney, NSW, Allen & Unwin, 1981, chapter 6. John Larkins and Bruce Howard, 

Great Australian Book of Nostalgia, Adelaide, SA, Rigby, 1975, p.68. Elsie R. Masson, An Untamed 

Territory: The Northern Territory of Australia, London, Macmillan, 1915, 1915, opposite p.81. 
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were a reaction against the rapid expansion and development of Melbourne and part of a 

nostalgia for an imagined rural landscape and culture that had been lost.
46

 Originally 

identified by historian Russel Ward as part of the emergence of a self-conscious 

Australian national character, Richard White and Graeme Davison have argued that this 

Australian national character was largely an urban creation, developed as a reaction 

against the rapid urbanisation of cities, such as Melbourne and Sydney, and part of a 

nostalgia for an imagined pastoral idyll that had been lost.
 
An element of this rural 

nostalgia can also be found in 'last Chinaman' photographs. 

 

'Last Chinaman' photographs were also representations of a bygone age when market 

gardens flourished and fruit and vegetables were delivered to households. The passing 

of the Chinese population also signalled the passing of this way of life. Chinese 

Australians made a major contribution to many country towns through their market 

gardening and hawking as well as mining. The growth of the metropolises was matched 

by a decline in the fortunes of rural townships, and local histories became a way of 

'shoring up the community's flagging self esteem'.
47

 In his history of Beechworth 

published in 1987, Tom Griffiths makes the decline of the Chinese population in the 

area emblematic of the general decline of Beechworth after the gold rushes. While he 

does not explicitly describe 'Blind Tommy' (Wong Hor) as the 'last' of his kinsmen, 

Griffiths uses two photographs of him to illustrate his final chapter titled 'Decline' 

[Image 45].
48

 The more positive side to this story of the loss of old ways was that it 

could also be used to imply how much the town had modernised and developed. Fruit 

and vegetables were no longer delivered to the door because shopping was now done in 

a modern supermarket. 

 

This nostalgia for the past that emerged in the late nineteenth and early twentieth 

centuries was strongly linked to the decline of former gold-rush towns and its 

subsequent romanticising and memorialisation of the gold-rush period. This occurred as 

those who lived through the period began to pass away, and those still living began 

                                                 

46
 Graeme Davison, The Rise and Fall of Marvellous Melbourne, Melbourne, Vic, MUP, 1978, pp.241-

257. 
47

 Davison, The Use and Abuse of Australian History, p.204. 
48

 Tom Griffiths, Beechworth: An Australian Country Town and its Past, Melbourne, Vic, Greenhouse 

Publications, 1987, pp.36-38. 



165 

reflecting on the lives of this earlier generation of men and women.
49

 The beginnings of 

goldfields legends that idealised the lives of gold diggers also started to emerge in the 

1890s. Graeme Davison talks about the 'notable flood' of informal histories that were 

produced by the gold-rush generation.
50

 The gold rushes were a time of great expansion 

and development and, for many towns, were subsequently viewed as their 'hey-day'.  

 

Chinese played a prominent part in Australia's gold-rush experience. It was these rushes 

that initially attracted Chinese to Australia's colonies and it was also during the peak of 

the various gold rushes when the Chinese-Australian population was most concentrated 

in rural areas.
51

 'Last Chinaman' photographs were overwhelmingly created in 'gold-

rush' towns, and were also created in other white settler gold-rush settlements with a 

strong Chinese presence, such as California and British Columbia.
52

 In Australia they 

were mostly found to have been created in Victorian and New South Wales goldfields 

areas. Towns identified as having 'last Chinaman' portraits in New South Wales were: 

Hill End, Uralla and in Victoria: Beechworth, Jordan, Linton, Creswick, Ovens Valley. 

The goldfield towns in Western Australia and South Australia did not perhaps receive 

large enough numbers of Chinese miners to create a distinctive enough group worth 

commemorating in their histories.
53

 Despite the large numbers of Chinese who were 

attracted to gold fields in far north Queensland and the Northern Territory, many gold-

rush settlements in the north did not survive long enough to become permanent 

settlements with communities to engage posthumously in a nostalgic historical 

remembering. Instead, as was seen in Chapters 1 and 2, in the Northern Territory this 

nostalgia focussed on Darwin and the loss of what was viewed as 'Chinese' culture 

                                                 

49
 Iain McCalman, Alexander Cook and Andrew Reeves, 'Introduction', in Iain McCalman, Alexander 

Cook and Andrew Reeves (eds.), Gold: Forgotten Histories and Lost Objects of Australia, Cambridge, 

Cambridge University Press, 2001, p.5. David Goodman, Gold Seeking: Victoria and California in the 

1850s, Sydney, NSW, Allen & Unwin, 1994, pp.ix, xxix.  
50

 Davison, The Use and Abuse of Australian History, pp.199-200. 
51

 Choi, Chinese Migration and Settlement in Australia, p.28. 
52

 University of Idaho Special Collections: Cornelius James Brosnan Papers 1917-1918, Leesburg, Idaho 

folder, Manuscript Group 18, 'Bu Kee ("the last Chinaman in Leesburg")', http://www.lib.uidaho.edu/ 

special-collections/Manuscripts/mg018.htm, accessed 7 June 2006. Provincial Archives of British 

Columbia: 'Lee Jack, last of the Chinese miners on Wild Horse Creek', 1918, http://www.bcarchives. 

gov.bc.ca/cgi-bin/www2i/.visual/img_med/dir_110/c_00751.gif, accessed 7 June 2006. 
53

 For statistics on Chinese immigration to the various states see C.Y. Choi. According to Jan Ryan there 

were no large numbers on gold fields in Western Australia due to restrictive immigration legislation that 

was put in place to ensure this was the case. In South Australia (excluding the Northern Territory) there 

were no substantial gold finds until the 1880s when restrictive immigration legislation was already in 

place. Choi, Chinese Migration and Settlement in Australia, p.22. Jan Ryan, Ancestors: Chinese in 

Colonial Western Australia, Fremantle, WA, Freemantle Arts Press, 1995, p.52. 
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amongst the existing urban Chinese-Australian population rather than on the people 

themselves. Chinese were also the largest non-Indigenous group in many of these towns 

until well into the twentieth century and this made it more difficult to argue that there 

was a 'last Chinaman' because the Chinese in the north never really left. 

 

Another feature of 'last Chinaman' photographs that links them to the gold-rush period 

is the age of the men photographed. It also ties these images to the popular stereotype of 

the ancient Chinese sage in China. The age of men photographed as the 'last Chinaman' 

was often included in caption information which helped establish these men as 'genuine' 

gold-rush miners. For example a twenty-year-old man arriving on the gold fields in the 

1850s would be in his 70s in the 1900s and in his 100s by the 1930s. Wong Hor in 

Beechworth was remembered as 108 years old.
54

 Some of these men were remembered 

and described as being much older than they probably were, perhaps to ensure their 

position as gold-rush veterans. According to Harry Hodge, New Chip [Mew Chip] 

arrived in Australia in 1851 (before the gold rushes) and died some time after 1933 at 

the 'reputed age of 104', but according to New South Wales Births, Deaths and 

Marriages he was 91 when he died at Lidcombe State Hospital in 1937.
55

  

 

'Last Chinaman' photographs had at least two moments of engagement - the first when 

they were created, and the second when prints and negatives were labelled, collected 

and used in publications or displays. In the first moment someone decided to take a 

photograph of an elderly Chinese man. They might be photographed because the 

photographer believed they were a 'last Chinaman' but not necessarily. It is at the second 

moment, which may occur so soon after creation as to be virtually indistinguishable 

from it, or may occur many decades later, when these photographs are described as 

being of the 'last Chinaman'. It is at this point that they move from the private 

collections of historically-minded enthusiasts into the public realm of local history. This 

second moment might repeat over time as the same photograph is used multiple times 

for this purpose. At this second moment, photographs that were not initially created as 

                                                 

54
 Williams (ed.), Listen to What They Say, unpaged. 

55
 Hodge, The Hill End Story, p.189. This age is repeated by Malcolm Drinkwater in his 1982 history 

which states that Mew Chip [New Chip] arrived in 1855 and died in 1936. Malcolm Drinkwater, Hill End 

Gold, Hill End, NSW, M. Drinkwater, [1982?], p.14. Birth/Death Records Historical Index, NSW 

Registry of Births, Deaths and Marriages, Attorney General's Department of NSW, http://www.bdm. 

nsw.gov.au/familyHistory/search.htm, accessed 9 January 2008. 
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'last Chinaman' images might also be read in this way or appropriated for this purpose. 

This is apparent in a photograph, taken around 1969, which appears to be a family 

snapshot taken of Mr Sim Wong with his wife, children and parents in his garden but 

the caption notes: 'Mr Wong was the last Chinese market gardener in Camden'.
56

 

 

While it is sometimes difficult to be certain when this transition from private to public 

occurred, what is clear is that by the middle of the twentieth century a considerable 

number of snapshots of aging Chinese men, many romanticised as of the 'last 

Chinaman', have ended up in public collections or can be found in public spaces. This 

includes the collections of rural historical societies, public libraries, published histories 

or in collections of amateur historians or postcard collectors. In some instances it is 

possible to trace the movement of these photographs from the private to public realm in 

some detail. The photograph of 'Hatto' in Lionel Gilbert's, New England from Old 

Photographs, published in 1980, came from the private collection of Ian Handley of 

Uralla (also a local history writer).
57

 Ah Pen was photographed by Daryl or perhaps 

Lionel Lindsay (brothers of the more well-known Norman Lindsay) around 1917.
58 

At 

least two prints were created. Daryl Lindsay initialled and annotated the back of one 

photograph:  

 

Old Bobby [sic?] - The last of the Chinese fossickers in Creswick who 

lives in a one Room hut just below the old Chinese cemetery. I cannot 

remember the date when I took this snapshot but think about 1917.
59

  

 

In the 1930s, or perhaps later, Edwin James Semmens, a forester and local historian in 

Creswick, obtained this print and it became part of his large private collection of 

documents and artefacts relating to the history of the Creswick area and rural Victoria. 

Semmens' collection eventually formed the basis of the Creswick Historical Society 

collection, and around 1969 parts of the collection were donated to the University of 

                                                 

56
 Camden Historical Society: CHS1/CHS1567 [D002893]. Located on 'Camden's Photosearcher' (http:// 

camlib2.camden.nsw.gov.au/HistoryPix/scripts/ExtSearch.asp?SearchTerm=CHS1567, accessed 10 June 

2009). 
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 Gilbert, New England from Old Photographs, p.24. [D001268] 
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 Caption information conflicts as to whether Daryl or Lionel is the photographer. Daryl is believed to be 

the creator due to the first person caption written on the back of the print held in the Semmens collection, 

University of Melbourne Archives, although this could easily be incorrect as the caption seems to 

incorrectly identify Ah Pen as 'Bobby'. [D002269] 
59

 University of Melbourne Archives: E.J. Semmens collections, uncatalogued, caption on the back of 

photograph ' Old Bobby [sic Ah Pen] - The last of the Chinese fossickers in Creswick' [D002269] 
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Melbourne Archives.
60

 Another print of this image remained in Peter Lindsay's private 

collection of photographs and manuscripts and was eventually donated to the Mitchell 

Library. Handwritten on the back was: 'An old Chinese fossicker' and also added in 

pencil 'Photo by Lionel Lindsay [sic?]'.
61

 

 

Some photographs moved into the public realm soon after their creation. The earliest 

examples found were published in newspapers. In 1922 the Sun News Pictorial 

published a photograph of Robert Fun Yet dressed in an oversized dress suit with top 

hat and cane captioned: 'ROBERT FUN YET, a familiar figure in the Creswick district. 

He is probably the last survivor of the Chinese alluvial gold diggers of the roaring days' 

[Image 40]. A print of this photograph was also held in the collection of E.J. Semmens 

discussed above. 

 

In 1938 Lorna Banfield finishes her article in The Ararat Advertiser about the Chinese 

during the Ararat gold rushes with the following few paragraphs: 

 

For a few more years Chinese fossickers lived among the outlying hills 

and gullies, and every Saturday came jog-trotting into the town, one 

behind the other; for their weekly supplies; but the picturesque touch an 

alien race had given to the raw life of a struggling mining town 

disappeared soon after the fire [at the Chinese encampment].  

 

Boys no longer did a good trade, when the fruit was ripe in early 

summer, selling parrots - "greenies" they called them - at 6d. a dozen at 

Fee Ling's eating house, or bought crackers and cigarettes from Chung 

Wah Hong. 

 

Nor were the residents of Vincent street disturbed again by the din and 

roar of the Chinese New Year celebrations, when all night long crackers 

were fired and gongs and tins beaten to frighten away the evil spirits.
62
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 L.L. Banfield, 'Chinese in the gold digging days in old Ararat', The Ararat Advertiser, 17 February 

1938. [D000761] 
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This was illustrated with a photograph of Ah Cheong titled 'In Old Ararat - Ah Cheong 

(Queenie) and his load of bottles' [Image 46]. Ah Cheong is not literally described as a 

'last Chinaman' but this is implied in the text. 

 

The earliest history books found to include 'Last Chinaman' photographs were published 

in the 1960s. This coincides with one of the waves of historical nostalgia identified by 

Tom Griffiths and a correspondingly rapid increase in the number and membership of 

local historical societies and genealogical societies.
63

 As discussed in the Introduction, it 

was during this period that photographic histories, with titles such as Nostalgia 

Australia and the Great Australian Book of Nostalgia were published.
64

 They drew 

heavily from newspaper and family collections (often unsourced) to tell nostalgic stories 

through imagery of 'the good old days'.  

 

The following examples show how photographs of elderly Chinese men have been 

utilised more recently to support the 'last Chinaman' narrative visually and how 

pervasive and enduring this narrative has been in our local histories. In 1964 Harry 

Hodge finished not only his chapter on the Chinese but his whole history of Hill End 

with a discussion of the last Chinese. After a number of anecdotes about the 'several' 

Chinese who remained in Tambaroora after the others had 'drifted away to other rushes' 

Hodge noted how '[t]he remainder hung on, gaining a precarious existence from sluicing 

and gardening and living for the most part on the product of their vegetable patches'.
65

 

His chapter is illustrated with a single photograph of 'New Chip [Mew Chip] - the last 

Chinaman on the Field' [Image 42] and ends with: 

 

Little trace of the Chinese on the field now remains. Even their cemetery 

has disappeared to all excepting the informed observer. Some of these 

aliens still sleep in lonely, unmarked graves in the Macquarie and Turon 

gorges, but the remains of those who lived out their lives at Tambaroora 

have returned long-since to the land of their forefathers.
66
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Similarly the 1989 history of Linton produced by the local historical society is 

illustrated with a photograph of '"Jimmy" - known as "the last of the Chinamen"' 

[Image 43] and the section titled 'The Chinese' concluded: 

 

As the gold petered out most moved on, those remaining opening market 

gardens. For many years they were familiar figures hawking their 

vegetables in the district.
67

 

 

In 1997 under a section titled 'Shadows long on the ground…' J.G. Rogers used a 

photograph titled 'The last Chinese man on the Jordan. Note the vegetables on the 

ground ready for packing' [Image 44], and then finishes his discussion on the Chinese in 

his history of Jordan, Victoria as follows: 

 

As time passed on and shadows grew long on the ground towards the 

turn of the century, between the years of the great 1890s Depression and 

the beginning of the South African (Boer) War, only a small number of 

Chinese miners remained on the Jordan diggings. Old men now, with 

little or no money, they had few possessions of any substance. Men 

almost toothless, pigtails turning grey and eyesight failing, they were 

barely able to scratch a living from fossicking. 

 

Unable by law to obtain any part of the newly introduced old age pension 

those that remained substituted their diets with the few vegetables they 

managed to grow or subsisted through the generosity of their benevolent 

neighbours.
68

 

 

This photograph was also used in 1979 by Owen F. Tomlin who captioned the 

photograph 'The last Chinaman on the Jordan Goldfields, taking his produce to sell to 

the townsfolk, 1906'.
69

 

 

These images have also been used in regional museum displays. In 2006 the Burke 

Museum in Beechworth had a section on Chinese who had remained in the area after the 

gold rushes. A photographic portrait of six elderly Chinese men and two other men, one 

in a top hat, posed in front of one of the buildings of the Ovens Benevolent Asylum is 

captioned 'the last survivors of the Chinese mining community Beechworth' [Image 47]. 

                                                 

67
 Linton and District Historical Society, A Pictorial History of Linton 1839-1989, p.8. 

68
 J.G. Rogers, Jericho on the Jordan: A Gippsland Goldfield History, Moe, Vic, J.G. Rogers, 1997, 
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 Owen F. Tomlin, Gold for the Finding: A Pictorial History of Gippsland's Jordan Goldfield, 

Melbourne, Vic, Hill of Content, 1979, p.101. [D000865] 



Image 46 - Photograph of Ah Cheong as published under the title ‘In Old Ararat - Ah Cheong 

(Queenie) and his load of bottles’ in The Ararat Advertiser (Victoria) on 17 February 1938.

(Ararat Advertiser (Victoria), 17 February 1938. Newspapers Collection, State Library of Victoria. 

[D000761]).

http://www.chia.chinesemuseum.com.au/objects/D000761.htm
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In the same section two drawings by G.B. Shippen of Wong Hor [Blind Tommy] dated 

1941 were displayed, titled by the artist 'Wong Hor 84 yr, 55 [years] in Australia, the 

last Chink' and 'WONG HOR 84 the last surviving Chinaman in the ME[unclear] 55 

years in Australia'. The Museum also had sections on two Chinese-Australian families, 

the Monshing family and the family of Emma Jocelyn Bennett who was the daughter of 

Chinese-born Bartholomew Wong [Wong Poo] and his English-born wife Emma Jane.  

 

The text associated with a photograph of Ah Lok, held by the Golden Dragon Museum, 

but copied from a copy held by the Harrietville Historical Society, describes Ah Lok as 

'One of the last Chinese miners of the Ovens Valley, Ah Lok. Ah Lok lived in his hut in 

Hunter's Paddock behind the Presbyterian church. When he died Ah Koowie moved in' 

[Image 48]. Neither museum now displays the photograph with this caption now.
70

 

 

At a very basic level 'last Chinaman' portraits mark the decline in numbers of Chinese 

after the gold rushes in a way that early histories often marked beginnings and firsts or 

the biggest and smallest, longest and shortest. They also project the economic, social 

and physical decline of Chinese Australians. The men who were photographed were 

photographed alone, often showing signs of poor health and clearly still working very 

hard physically in order to earn a living which barely sustained them. These men were 

portrayed as failures and outcasts in contrast to the success of white Australians. 'Last 

Chinaman' portraits visually support a compressed version of Chinese-Australian 

history that tells of the gradual decline and disappearance of the Chinese in Australia. 

They offer an uncomplicated end to the story of Chinese immigration to Australia that 

keeps the lives of Chinese Australians separate from the rest of Australia's history and 

the success of the White Australia project.  

 

The recurrent use of 'last Chinaman' imagery through time shows just how resilient and 

powerful this narrative of the 'vanishing people' has been. The power of these images is 

so strong that many photographs do not need to be overtly identified as 'last Chinaman' 

to be understood as representing the last Chinese of an area. Take for example this 

uncaptioned postcard of two snapshot photographs of elderly Chinese men [Image 49]. 

These men are not labelled as the 'last Chinaman', but they otherwise fit the profile of 

                                                 

70
 GDM: MF1216. Harrietville Historical Society permanent display (sighted 13 May 2006).  
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'last Chinaman' photographs, and someone has decided for private or commercial 

reasons to group these two photographs together and print them as a postcard. 'Last 

Chinaman' portraits are imbued with an even greater influence on the public 

imagination because counter-images that show Chinese Australians as ordinary, modern 

Australians, have obtained much less public exposure. 'Last Chinaman' photographs on 

the other hand have gained public exposure, sometimes repeatedly, within local 

histories over time. As was demonstrated in Chapters 1 and 2 a wide range of 

photographs were created of Chinese in Australia, but it was only relatively recently that 

the privately-created family photographs of Chinese Australians have been collected by 

public institutions and started to gain public exposure. Instead it has been portraits of 

impoverished, elderly Chinese men that have been more likely to cross the boundary 

from private collections into public circulation, and to end up in our local museums, 

libraries and historical societies and published in regional histories. This is because the 

kinds of histories that have been told about Chinese in Australia have focussed on 

telling the story of the gold rushes and the significance of the bush to an imagined 

Australian identity.  

 

The decision to create and memorialise these men as the 'last Chinaman' acknowledges 

the significant role played by Chinese in Australia's gold rushes, but photographs that 

acknowledge the social and economic success of Chinese, that show the diversity of life 

paths of Chinese immigrants, or that show Chinese continuity in Australia, particularly 

urban Australia, through acculturation and intermarriage, are much more difficult to 

find in public places. In the same way that it has been argued that C.A. Wooley's 

photograph of Truganini as an old woman grew to become so emblematic as an image 

of the 'last Tasmanian' that it eclipsed other more youthful, and arguably more 

representative, images of Truganini, so too, images of decrepit old Chinese men, the 

'last Chinamen', have eclipsed other more varied and dynamic images of Chinese 

immigrants and their descendants in Australia.
71

 

 

                                                 

71
 Vivienne Rae-Ellis, 'The representation of Trucanini', in Elizabeth Edwards (ed.), Anthropology and 

Photography, 1860-1920, New Haven, Yale University Press in association with the Royal 

Anthropological Institute, London, 1992, p.232. 



Image 48 - Copyprint of photograph of Ah Lok taken by an unknown photographer some time in 

the twentieth century held by the Golden Dragon Museum.

(GDM: MF1216 [D003338] Courtesy GDM, Harrietville Historical Society and Pat Pelly)

http://www.chia.chinesemuseum.com.au/objects/D003338.htm


  



Image 49 – Photographic postcard by unidentified photographer of two sets of two unidentified 

men of Chinese ancestry purchased from Camberwell Market, c2002.

(MCAH: Picture collection, 2002.06. Donated by Keir Reeves [D004127])

http://www.chia.chinesemuseum.com.au/objects/D004127.htm
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The following chapter examines another group of Chinese Australians - commercial 

photographers - who, through being indistinguishable from other Australians, have also 

been rendered invisible in Australia's history. 
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5. Chinese-Australian Commercial Photographers 

Towards the end of 1900 Ah Young [Ya Nong, 亞穠], Lan Shut [Lan Shu, 蘭述] and Ah 

Hing [Ya Xing, 亞興], three market gardeners from Nathalia in rural Victoria, each had 

their portraits taken in order to apply to the Victorian government for exemption under 

the Chinese Act 1890.
1
 Their portraits were taken by Chinese-Australian photographer 

Samuel Him of 3 La Trobe Street, Melbourne [Image 50]. Commercial photographers 

of Chinese ancestry are largely absent from the histories written about nineteenth and 

early twentieth-century Australian photography because, like Samuel Him, they were 

'ordinary' Australian photographers and so unworthy of attention.
2
 From just before the 

turn of the century, alongside many other Australians, Chinese Australians established 

and ran small-scale businesses in rural towns as part of larger businesses such as general 

stores. The semi-amateur nature of some of these businesses meant that a number of 

these photographers were not listed in commercial street and trade directories and so, 

along with other such photographers, have also been overlooked in the published 

compilations of Australian commercial photographers, which are largely based on these 

directories.
3
 They do not appear to have been artists of notable aesthetic merit, to have 

created work that pushed the boundaries of Australian photography or to have 

dominated a particular aspect of the photographic industry.
4
  

 

Chinese-Australian photographers have been rendered invisible because of their very 

ordinariness. The existence of Chinese-Australian photographers and the nature of their 

work, however, makes an important contribution to a broader understanding of what it 

meant to be an Australian photographer in the early twentieth century. Their lives and 

work demonstrate that Chinese Australians were an integral part of Australian life and 

                                                 

1
 NAA: B6443, 1238, 1245 and 1210. 

2
 An exception to this is the listing of a number of Chinese-Australian photographers in published lists of 

amateur and commercial Australian photographers and photographic studios. Alan Davies, Peter Stanbury 

and Con Tanre, The Mechanical Eye in Australia: Photography 1841-1900, Melbourne, Vic, OUP, 1985. 

Sandy Barrie, Australians Behind the Camera. 
3
 Sandy Barrie's book developed out of a desire to track travelling photographers and he acknowledges 

that it was common for photographers to leave little trace of their presence in the historic record. Sandy 

Barrie, Australians Behind the Camera: Directory of Early Australian Photographers, 1841-1945, 

Booval, Qld, Sandy Barrie, 2002, p.v. 
4
 This is not the case with the work of contemporary Chinese-Australian photographers, some of whom, 

such as William Yang (William Yang, 'William Yang: Artist, Writer, Monologue', http://www. 

williamyang.com/main.html, accessed 19 January 2009) and Liu Xiao Xian (on display in Light Sensitive: 

Contemporary Australian Photography from Loti Smorgon, Ian Potter Centre: National Gallery of 

Victoria, 7 September 2006 - 18 February 2007) draw on the historical photographs in their work. 
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that their Chinese ancestry did not always define them or their activities. The history of 

Chinese-Australian photographers emerges as being more about the nature of small-

town commercial photography, largely overlooked within the photographic history of 

Australia, than about photographers of Chinese ancestry. If it seems surprising that 

Chinese Australians were photographers, then it is because 'ordinary' Australians have 

not been imagined as having Chinese ancestry rather than because their histories have 

been 'white washed'. This is reinforced by the fact that English-language photographic 

histories have, until recently, been told as the development and spread of a western art 

form and technology, so that even in China the focus of English-language photographic 

histories has largely been on the lives and activities of foreign photographers and how 

they represented China, with only passing reference to Chinese photographers' 

activities.
5
 This chapter therefore also contributes to global understandings of the nature 

and work of Chinese photographers. 

 

                                                 

5
 Clark Worswick and Jonathan Spence, for example, have a section that discusses Chinese photographers 

but it is limited and the focus of the book is on European photographers and their representations of 

China. The more recently work of Regine Thiriez, Frank Dikötter and Oliver Moore are exemptions to 

this. Régine Thiriez, 'Photography and portraiture in nineteenth-century China', East Asian History, vol. 

17/18, (1999), pp.81, 83. Frank Dikötter's webpage, http://web.mac.com/dikotter/iWeb/Dikotter/ 

Photography.html, accessed 14 January 2009. Oliver Moore, 'Photography in China: A global medium 

locally appropriated', IIAS (International Institute for Asian Studies) Newsletter, vol. 44, (Summer 2007), 

pp.6-7. Detailed research on the lives and work of these Chinese photographers is primarily found in 

Chinese-language sources and histories. Shaofen Huang (ed.), [History of Photography in Shanghai] 

Shanghai she ying shi, Shanghai, 1992. Shen Chen, Zhichuan Hu, Yunzeng Ma, Zhangbiao Qian, 

Yongxiang Peng, Zhongguo she ying shi 1840-1937 (中国摄影史, 1840-1937 [History of Photography in 

China 1840-1937]), Taibei Shi: She ying jia chu ban she [Photographer Publications], 1990. Zhichuan Hu 

and Shen Chen (胡志川,陳申合編), Zhongguo jiu ying lu: Zhongguo zao qi she ying zuo pin xuan, 1840-

1919 (中國 早期摄影作品选, 1840-1919 [Selected works of early photography in China)], Beijing: 

Zhongguo she ying chu ban she: Xin hua shu dian Beijing fa xing suo fa xing, 1999. Suxin Wu (伍素心), 

Zhongguo shying shihua (中国摄影史话 [History of Chinese photography]), Liaoning, Meishu 

chubanshe, 1984. Thanks to the postgraduate students at Shanghai East Normal University who provided 

me with rough translations of the content of these books. Many others have written about the 

marginalisation of other non-Western male groups within photographic histories such as female, African 

American, Jewish, Japanese and Indian photographers. See for example: Christopher Pinney and Nicolas 

Peterson (eds.), Photography's Other Histories, Durham, Duke University Press, 2003. Barbara Hall and 

Jenni Mather, Australian Women Photographers: 1840-1960, Melbourne, Vic, Greenhouse Publications, 

1986. Jeanne Moutoussamy-Ashe, Viewfinders: Black Women Photographers, New York, Dodd, Mead 

and Company, 1986. Deborah Willis, Reflections in Black: A History of Black Photographers, New York, 

W.W. Norton & Co, 2000. Deborah Willis, Picturing Us: African American Identity in Photography, 

New York, New York Press, 1994. Nissan N Perez, Focus East: Early Photography in the Near East 

(1839-1885), New York, Harry N Abrams Inc Publishers in association with The Domino Press and The 

Israel Museum, 1988. Terry Bennett, Early Japanese Images, Rutland, Vermon, Charles E. Tuttle 

Company, 1996. Morris Low, 'The Japanese colonial eye: Science, exploration and empire', in 

Christopher Pinney and Nicolas Peterson (eds.), Photography's Other Histories, Durham, Duke 

University Press, 2003, pp.100-118. John Falconer, India: Pioneering Photographers 1850-1900, 

London, The British Library and The Howard and Jane Ricketts Collection, 2001. 
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From the early decades of photography's invention in 1839 increasing numbers of 

Chinese established themselves as commercial photographers around the world. As in 

Europe, China had been experimenting with optics and the creation of images using 

light for several centuries.
6
 Zou Boqi (1819-1869) [邹伯奇] a scientist from Guangdong 

province had, independently of European scientists, developed an 'apparatus for taking 

pictures' in 1844 although it was foreign photographic technology rather than Zou 

Boqi's invention that was ultimately adopted in China.
7
 The first Chinese photographic 

studio is believed to have opened in Shanghai on Hankou Road in 1857.
8
 This was 

followed shortly afterwards by the establishment of the long-running Afong Lai's studio 

in Hong Kong in 1859.
9
 In the 1860s further Chinese commercial studios emerged in 

the eastern and southern coastal cities in mainland China.
10

 In Hong Kong the first 

daguerreotype studio was established in 1846 and probably employed Chinese 

photographers and assistants.
11

 Between 1872 and 1884 the numbers of Chinese 

photographers operating in Hong Kong grew from fourteen to several thousand.
12

 Many 

of the prominent Chinese photographers were born in Guangdong province, home of 

most nineteenth and early twentieth-century Chinese emigration. These Guangdong-

born men undertook a form of photographic apprenticeship in Hong Kong and then 

established their own studios in Shanghai where business was most profitable.
13

 In San 

Francisco Ka Chau was operating a photographic studio on Sacramento Street in the 

1850s and, according to photographic art historian Anthony Lee, another nine Chinese 

photographers set up business in San Francisco before the 1890s.
14

 Data compiled by 

                                                 

6
 Chen, Hu, Ma, Qian and Peng, Zhongguo she ying shi 1840-1937, 1990, Chapter 1. 

7
 For an English-language biography of Zou Boqi see Oliver Moore, 'Zou Boqi (1819-1869), Map-maker 

and Photographer', in Kenneth Hammond (ed.), The Human Tradition in Modern China, Lanham, 

Rowman & Littlefield, 2008, pp.33-53. The earliest photograph taken in China was taken by a French 

photographer of Qi Ying, Governor of Guangdong and Guangxi provinces and Minister in charge of 

commerce at the five trading ports in 1844. Hu Zhichuan and Chen Shen, Zhongguo jiu ying lu: 

Zhongguo zao qi she ying zuo pin xuan, 1840-1919, 1999, pp.4-5. Chen, Hu, Ma, Qian and Peng, 

Zhongguo she ying shi 1840-1937, 1990, chapter 1. The first daguerreotype studio was established in 

Hong Kong by Hugh Mackay in October 1846. Clark Worswick and Jonathan Spence, Imperial China: 

Photographs 1850-1912, New York, Penwick Publishing, 1978, p.134. 
8
 Shanghai tu shu guan (上海图书馆[Shanghai Library]), Lao Shanghai feng qing lu. 3, Hang ye xie zhen 

juan (老上海风情录. 3, 行业写真卷) [Old Shanghai. 3, Different Occupations]), Shanghai: Shanghai 

wen hua chu ban she (上海: 上海文化出版社), 1998, p.96. 
9
 Worswick and Spence, Imperial China, p.143. 

10
 Chen, Hu, Ma, Qian and Peng, Zhongguo she ying shi 1840-1937, 1990, chapter 1. 

11
 Worswick and Spence, Imperial China, pp.134, 143. 

12
 Worswick and Spence, Imperial China, p.144. 

13
 Chen, Hu, Ma, Qian and Peng, Zhongguo she ying shi 1840-1937, 1990, chapter 2 and 3. 

14
 Anthony W. Lee, Picturing Chinatown: Art and Orientalism in San Francisco, Berkeley, University of 

California Press, c2001, pp.29, 293-294. 
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the Chinese-American 'Six Companies' records sixteen Chinese photographers operating 

in San Francisco in 1869 alone.
15

 

 

In Australia the first commercial photographer, George Baron Goodman, established a 

daguerreotype studio in Sydney in 1842, three years after the invention of 

photography.
16

 To date twenty-three Chinese-Australian commercial photographers 

have been identified as working between 1841 and 1945. Chinese Australians first 

entered the photographic industry in Australia in the 1890s; much later than European 

immigrants in Australia and Chinese in China, Hong Kong and San Francisco.
17

 The 

Chinese-Australian experience was perhaps similar to the Canadian one where the first 

recorded Chinese-Canadian photographer was Wah Lee who worked in Kamloops in 

British Columbia, north of Vancouver, in the late 1890s.
18

 Vancouver's first Chinese 

photographer, Yucho Chow, operated from 1908 through to the 1940s.
19

  

 

Most of the Chinese-Australian photographers identified worked within a forty-year 

period from the 1890s through to the late 1920s that marks the heyday of the 

commercial studio photography. In the early decades of photography, specialist skills 

were required, equipment was expensive and training was either not available or learnt 

through an informal apprenticeship. Profits were also far from guaranteed. 

Photographers, particularly in Australia, had to travel long distances to draw enough 

customers to run a profitable business.
20

 Sandy Barrie has estimated that even in 1900 

an Australian town of 7,000 to 10,000 people with a neighbouring district of 8,000 to 

20,000 could generally support only one commercial photographer.
21

 After the 

development of dry-plate technology in 1871 and its refinement in the 1880s, 

                                                 

15
 Michael Williams, Destination Qiaoxiang: Pearl River Delta Villages and Pacific Ports, 1849-1949, 

PhD, University of Hong Kong, 2002, p.162. Williams cites the Sacramento Daily Union, 27 November 

1869. 
16

 Davies, Stanbury and Tanre, The Mechanical Eye in Australia, p.8. 
17

 This may have been caused as much by differences in the nature and speed of adoption of photography 

in the United States compared with Britain and Europe. Alan Trachtenberg (ed.), Classic Essays on 

Photography, New Haven, Connecticut, Leete's Island Books, 1980, p.x. 
18

 Faith Moosang, First Son: Portraits by C.D. Hoy, Vancouver, Arsenal Pulp Press and Presentation 

House Gallery, [1999], p.126. 
19

 See entry for Chow, Yucho in Mattison, David, 'Camera workers: The British Columbia, Alaska & 

Yukon Photographic Directory, 1858-1950', http://members.shaw.ca/bchistorian/cw1858-1950.html, 

accessed 15 June 2009. Moosang, First Son, p.126. 
20

 Anne-Marie Willis, '19th century Australian photography as an exhibition', in Matthew Nickson and 

Euan McGillivray (eds.), Australian Photography Conference: Conference Papers, Melbourne, Vic, 

WOPOP, c1980, p.7. 
21

 Email communication, Sandy Barrie, 23 January 2004. 
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photography became a much less skilled and less expensive pursuit. Originally an 

indulgence of the wealthier or educated classes, photography became a profession that 

was accessible to a much broader range of people including the expanding upwardly-

mobile middle classes. The 1880s saw a rapid increase in the number of photographic 

studios in operation worldwide. This peaked between the 1890s and 1910s. The 

introduction of Kodak's Box Brownie in 1900 shifted the nature of photography yet 

again.  

 

Photographic technology was simple and cheap enough that many people, including 

Chinese Australians, had their own cameras. Henry Wong Ying, for example, was 

photographed with his camera in the first decade of the twentieth century with a friend 

holding a gun.
22

 Snapshot photographs also began appearing in the Chinese-Australian 

family collections at around this time. Amateur snapshot photographers began to 

replace many of the functions of the studio photographer, leading to the gradual decline 

of photographic studios and their increasing specialisation in formal commemorative 

portraiture. The 1890s saw the rapid expansion in the number and size of photographic 

studios. In the 1880s and 1890s technological developments in photography made the 

creation and development of prints both easier and less expensive. Photography was 

also becoming increasingly popular and, especially as it became cheaper to produce, 

even more popular. 

 

The earliest photographer of Chinese heritage identified in Australia is Sing War who 

worked in Brisbane, Queensland, around 1892. According to a report written in 1892 by 

Alfred Archey, a Chinese-language translator from New South Wales, Sing War was a 

photographer and one of the leaders of the Xiangshan people in Brisbane.
23

 He was 

therefore probably born, or descended from someone born, in Xiangshan [香山, 

Hsiangshan in Cantonese, also Heongshang, Hungsang and Heungshan, now called 

Zhongshan] in Guangdong province. Nothing further is known about him although an 

electroplater, gilder and photographer, C.H. Warsing, of Ann Street and C.R. Warsing 

of George Street are both listed by Alan Davies and Peter Stanbury as Brisbane 

                                                 

22
 For examples of various family collections see. 'Families', CHIA website, http://www.chia.chinese 

museum.com.au/br_families.htm, accessed 13 April 2009. GDM: Wong Ying coll-ection, MF0929. 
23

 QSA: Series ID 14812, Item ID 86513, Letter 11368. 
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photographers in 1890 and 1891 respectively.
24

 Given that Chinese names and their 

ordering were often confused it is possible C.H. Warsing, C.R. Warsing and Sing War 

refer to the same person.
25

  

 

Two other unidentified photographers were also operating in Queensland around the 

same time as Sing War. The 1891 Queensland census lists a male Chinese photographer 

in the Kennedy district (which included Atherton, Innisfail, Charters Towers, Croydon, 

Cloncurry and Mount Isa).
26

 The Kennedy district had the largest Chinese population in 

Queensland at this time. Only around three per cent of the Chinese population lived in 

Brisbane.
27

 A second unidentified photographer is mentioned by Eric Rolls as operating 

a photographic studio further north in Cairns in 1893 but he does not cite a source for 

this information.
28

 Photographers often travelled, sometimes quite widely in search of 

business, but no further information to link any of these photographers or about War 

Sing could be found. One or both of these unidentified photographers might also have 

been Thomas Ah Gain (1870-unknown), also known as Thomas Gain, who ran a 

photographic studio between 1909 and 1912 in Halifax in north Queensland, before 

moving further north to Innisfail in 1912 where he operated until 1922. One anecdotal 

account, however, indicates he was working as a photographer as early as 1906 in the 

Innisfail area but perhaps without a formal studio.
29

 

 

It is difficult to be certain why the first Chinese photographers might have emerged in 

Queensland. To date no photographs taken by these photographers have been found so 

it is not even possible to be sure about the nature of their photographic work, only that it 

was commercial in nature. It may have been chance, or it might reflect the coincidence 

of the emergence of photography as a profitable endeavour in the 1890s and a desire by 

Chinese immigrants in north Queensland to expand into different economic ventures 

                                                 

24
 Davies, Stanbury and Tanre, The Mechanical Eye in Australia, p.198. C.H. Warsing is also listed in the 

Queensland Post Office Directory as an electro-plater, gilder and photographer but only in 1890. 
25

 The name Warsing was also held by people of German ancestry. 
26

 Queensland Population Census, 1891. No Chinese photographers were listed in 1881, 1886 and 1901. 

There was not sufficient information reported to identify Chinese photographers in 1871 and 1876. 
27

 C.Y. Choi, Chinese Migration and Settlement in Australia, Sydney, NSW, Sydney University Press, 

1975, p.28. Queensland Population Census, 1891. 
28

 Eric Rolls, Citizens: Continuing the Epic Story of China's Centuries-Old Relationship with Australia, 

Brisbane, UQP, 1996, p.151. 
29

 Mena Fallon, Radiant Green: The Story of H.A. Noone, Pioneer of Innisfail, North Queensland, 

Mareeba, Qld, Pinevale Publications, c1990, p.16. NAA: BP4/3, CHINESE-GAIL THOMAS H. Thomas 

Ah Gain was born in 1870 and arrived in Australia in 1886. He would have been 21 years old in 1891. 
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after the gold rushes. Chinese arrived in Queensland in large numbers to mine the 

Palmer River goldfields, between 1873 and the early 1880s, but from about 1877 

onwards they began leaving the fields and moving to other districts, diversifying into 

agricultural pursuits such as market gardening, and into crop farming such as rice and 

maize.
30

 These activities were increasingly supported by stores run by Chinese 

Australians. Chinese-Australian merchants, shopkeepers and other residents also played 

an important role in the establishment of new towns in north Queensland, such as 

Cairns, Port Douglas, Atherton and Innisfail.
31

 By 1891 Queensland had the second 

highest Chinese population after New South Wales and had a much higher proportion of 

Chinese in the overall population than both New South Wales and Victoria. This also 

perhaps improved the chances that a Chinese photographer would emerge in 

Queensland.
32

  

 

By the late 1890s and early 1900s, Chinese were establishing themselves as 

photographers in other Australian colonies.
33

 Ah Mann operated a photographic studio 

as early as 1900 in the Howley area of the Northern Territory.
34

 Five Chinese 

photographers also operated businesses in central Melbourne, Victoria, within what was 

viewed as Melbourne's Chinese quarter, an area with high Chinese occupancy, which 

was also near the main theatre and entertainment district in Bourke Street. In the 1890s 

Chinese occupation of the area was at its highest.
35

 Lue Tye worked as a photographer 

at 22-24 Leichardt Street for a year in 1897
36

 and the following year, Ah Chung (who 

was also called Chung Hing or Chong Hing) was listed as a photographer at 153 La 

Trobe Street.
37

 His photographic business appears to have been short-lived. Despite 

                                                 

30
 Cathie May, Topsawyers: The Chinese in Cairns 1870 to 1920, vol.6, Studies in Northern Queensland 

History, Townsville, Qld, Department of History, James Cook University, 1984, chapter 1. 
31

 May, Topsawyers, chapter 2. 
32

 Choi, Chinese Migration and Settlement in Australia, p.22. 
33

 Due to the nature of the data collected, Chinese photographers could also not be identified in Census 

data for Western Australia (1881, 1891, 1901), South Australia (1881, 1891, 1901) 
34

 F.D. Holland, 'The Northern Territory: Its goldfields II', Australian Mining Standard, vol. 1, no. 6 (12 

April 1900), pp.339-340. F.D. Holland, 'The Northern Territory: Its goldfields III', Australian Mining 

Standard, vol. 1, no. 6 (19 April 1900), p.357. 
35

 Alison Blake, Melbourne's Chinatown: The Evolution of an Inner Urban Ethnic Quarter, BA (hons), 

Department of Geography, University of Melbourne, 1975, p.41. 
36

 Davies, Stanbury and Tanre, The Mechanical Eye in Australia, p.194. Sands and McDougall's street 

directories, various years. After 1897 the address is simply described in Directories as 'Chinese occupied' 

so it is possible Lue Tye was still running his photographic business though unlikely as collectors tended 

to update the previous year's listing rather than collect information fresh every year. 
37

 Davies, Stanbury and Tanre, The Mechanical Eye in Australia, p.121. Sands and McDougall's street 

directories, various years. Melbourne Rate Books, 1897-1900. Davies lists Ah Chung as operating in 
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remaining resident at 153 La Trobe Street for several more years he is listed as a 

cabinetmaker in 1899 and then no occupation is provided after this. None of these 

businesses appear to have been operating on the date of the Victorian census in 1891 

and 1901.
38

 Louey King then worked as a photographer at 229 Little Bourke Street 

between 1903 and 1906
39

 and in 1906 and 1907 the Chinese Times published two 

photographs of Chinese-Australian community events taken by a Chinese-Australian 

photographer called Lei Tian [雷添].
40

 Samuel Him, mentioned at the start of the 

chapter, who operated at 3 Latrobe Street around 1900 and 1901, then moved to the 

nearby suburb of Fitzroy where he lived until the 1950s and worked as a photographer 

until at least the 1910s.
41

  

 

A Chinese photographic studio was the first evidence of Chinese-Australian 

photography identified in New South Wales. Yat War & Co opened a photographic 

studio at the back of the store in Hillsgrove which operated from 1900 to 1905. The 

New South Wales population census data indicates a Chinese photographer operated in 

a 'metropolitan area', probably Sydney, in 1901.
42

 Chinese photographer, Charles Lam 

Hoo [Lin Hao, 林豪] (c1870-1954) was listed as a photographer in Sydney's 

Castlereagh Street from 1917-1946 and ran the Commonwealth Studio from as early as 

                                                                                                                                               

1898 only. Directories describe Ah Chung as a photographer in 1898, a cabinetmaker in 1899 and nothing 

is listed for 1900. Melbourne rate books list the occupant of this address as Chung Hing in 1898 to 1899 

and then Chong Hing in 1900. Chung Hing might therefore be a fuller name for Ah Chung.  
38

 Victorian population census, 1891 and 1901. In the 1871 census one Chinese engraver is listed. 
39

 'Streets' section, Sands and McDougall's streets directories, using 'Melbourne Chinatown Streets 

Database', http://www.chaf.lib.latrobe.edu.au/chinatown.htm, accessed 22 February 2006. 
40

 Chinese Times, 23 February 1907, 17 November 1906. 
41

 The photographic mounts of three cabinet cards presented to the Victoria customs authorities between 

September and October 1900 indicate Samuel Him operated from 3 Latrobe Street in this year. However 

mount inscriptions can be deceptive as they can be printed and used long after a photographer has left a 

given address. The Sands and McDougall's street directories only list the occupant of this address as 

'Chinese' for 1901 but other non-Chinese occupants in the years both before and after this date. Given a 

delay between collection of data and publication of the directories it is possible Samuel Him only 

operated for less than a year at this address in 1900. A photograph held in the collection of the Chinese 

Nationalist Party of Australasia (Sydney Branch) believed to have been taken in the 1910s has a card 

mount that reads 'S.L. Him, 6 Marion Street, Fitzroy'. NAA: B6443, numbers 1210, 1238, 1245 

[D001438, D001464, D001469]. Sands and McDougall street directories, selected years between 1906-

1960. Chinese Nationalist Party of Australasia (Sydney Branch): Framed photographs from Room A, 34. 
42

 This assumes that Sydney is the only 'metropolitan' area in New South Wales at this time. There were 

no Chinese photographers in the 1891 census and in 1901 one Chinese (including 'half castes') male 

between 25 and 45 years old was 'engaged own account' (ie. Not an employer, relative assisting or wage-

earner) in the metropolitan area as a 'photographic artist'. NSW Population Census 1901. Data was not 

sufficient to identify Chinese photographers in the 1871 and 1881 census.  
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1905.
43

 Guo Zhangwei [郭章維] also had a photograph published in the Tung Wah 

Times in 1907 and so may have been a professional photographer.
44

 The lower number 

of Chinese photographers identified in the nineteenth and early twentieth century in 

urban Sydney, compared with Melbourne, might be the product of surviving historic 

data, rather than a reflection of actual numbers of photographers. Census data was only 

collected every ten years so it is not possible to know whether there were any short-

lived Chinese-Australian photographic studios that opened and closed their businesses 

between 1891 and 1901. Sydney street directories in the late nineteenth and early 

twentieth centuries also seem to have provided much less detail about the names and 

businesses of Chinese residents than Melbourne directories, particularly in the 1880s 

and 1890s.
45

 Even Melbourne directories did not always accurately list Chinese-

Australian business. Samuel Him was not listed in the Street or Trade sections of the 

Directories as a photographer and Louey King was only listed as a photographer in the 

Street section.  

 

In the early years of the twentieth century, Chinese-Australian photographers were 

increasingly found in small rural cities and towns, and photography was only one part of 

the operation of a broader business, such as a general store. Yat War & Co, mentioned 

above, is the earliest Chinese-Australian example found of this trend. Yat War was 

originally established as a drapery and grocery store in 1889, the business was enlarged 

in December 1898, and in 1900 a photographic studio was added, which was probably 

operated by Low Ah Kee until 1904.
46

 Adventurer Francis Birtles (discussed in 

Chapters 1 and 2) noticed in 1909 that Wun Lung's business in Darwin included 'Baker, 

                                                 

43
 Barrie, Australians Behind the Camera. and Sands Directories for New South Wales, 1905-1933. 

Charles Hoo is described as a photographer in advertisements in the Tung Wah Times between 1906 and 

1921. He continues to occupy the same address as the Commonwealth Studio (under a range of slightly 

different names) up to 1933. Sandy Barrie lists him at this address until 1946 but it is not clear what 

source he uses to establish this. Charles Hoo died aged 84 in 1954. 
44

 Tung Wah Times, 24 August 1907. 
45

 Janice L. Wood, Chinese Residency in the Haymarket and Surry Hills - 1880 to 1902, BA (hons), 

Department of History, University of Sydney, 1994, pp.30-32. 
46

 Graham Wilson and Bruce Cade, Hillgrove: A Photographic Study of a NSW Mining Town, 1893-1912, 

Armidale, NSW, Armidale and District Historical Society, 1996, pp.34-35. 'Yat War Company', People 

and Collections, Golden Threads, http://archive.amol.org.au/goldenthreads/collections, accessed 7 

September 2009. Davies, Stanbury and Tanre, The Mechanical Eye in Australia, p.257. Barrie, 

Australians Behind the Camera, p.208. 
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Photographer and Fishing-boat Owner'.
47

 Frank Henry Yen (1887-1955), perhaps with 

his brother, Arthur William Yen (1894-1969), ran a grocery, clothing and butcher's store 

in Adaminaby, New South Wales, that opened some time in the late 1880s.
48

 Frank and 

Arthur both appear to have been commercial photographers but only Frank's work 

survives. It is assumed that the postcard views created with Frank's name on the bottom 

were sold at his general store. Arthur Yenn [Yen] is listed as a photographer and 

storekeeper in Adaminaby in the 1900s in Sandy Barrie's listing of photographers. 

According to Barrie, a studio was set up as part of the store and Arthur also toured the 

Cooma and Tumut area. No photographs, however, that identify him as the 

photographer have been found. The only photographs found have Frank Yen's initials 

on them.
49

 James Albert Wong (1881-1970) of Beechworth in Victoria 'used to teach 

music of stringed instruments, particularly mandolin and guitar' and also ran a 

photographic studio between 1909 and 1912.
50

 Ah Cheong, a photographer described in 

1931 as the 'oldest established photographer in Darwin', operated his photography 

business through Wing Cheong Sing in Darwin. He was probably working as a 

photographer as early as 1901, advertised in the Northern Territory Times and Gazette 

from 1914 and appears to have still been working as a photographer as late as 1930.
51

 

Chin Loong Jang [Tang?] was a photographer in the Northern Territory, probably 

Darwin, with work that also dates around the 1920s and 1930s.
52

 He may have been 

related to the Chin Loong Tang family who ran a grocery store and tailors, called Wing 

Cheong Sing.
53

 Shing Lep of Shing Lep & Co (earlier known as Sing Lip) ran a general 
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 Francis E. Birtles, 'Across Australia with a camera', The Australian Photographic Journal, vol. XVII, 

no. 196 (21 September 1908), p.275. Francis E. Birtles, Lonely Lands: Through the Heart of Australia, 

Sydney, NSW, NSW Bookstall, 1909, p.166. 
48

 Thanks to Kate Bagnall for alerting me to this photographer and one of his images and also sharing 

what she knew of his family background. 
49

 Barrie, Australians Behind the Camera, p.208. Email communication, Sandy Barrie, 3 December 2007. 

Cooma-Monaro Historical Society collection.  
50

 Jennifer Williams (ed.), Listen to What They Say: An Oral History of Beechworth in the Twentieth 

Century, Beechworth, Vic, Robert O'Hara Burke Memorial Museum, c2002, p.61. 
51

 Northern Territory Times and Gazette, 20 April 1918. Wing Cheong Sing was run by Lung Cheong 

(Hee Hawk, Chin Leung-Cheong) and also possibly Loong Fun Chin and Chin Mee Leung who are all 

believed to be members of the Loong Fung Chin family. Many photographs taken for exemption 

applications have certifications on the back that could be Ah Cheong's signature. For example: NAA: 

E752, 1916/9 and 1930/1A. Northern Territory Times and Gazette, 12 July 1901, 27 Aug 1914 and 28 

July 1931. 
52

 Chin Loong Jang [Tang?]: NAA: E752, 1920/1, 1920/2, 1920/3, 1920/5, 1920/6 and 1922/22A.  
53

 It is difficult to be certain as the 'J' in Chin Loong Jang's signature on the back of the photographs he 

signed is ambiguous. There is a Chin Loong Tang and Chin Loong Jong but no evidence of a Chin Loong 

Jang. 'Loong Fung Chin family', CHIA website, http://www.chia.chinesemuseum.com.au/objects/ 
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store which eventually specialised as a tailor and outfitter in Darwin. In January 1926 

they advertised that an 'up-to-date studio' was being prepared.
54

 There is evidence Shing 

Lep was still working as a photographer in 1930.
55

 

 

The higher demand for photographers in rural areas in the early twentieth century 

provided a convenient business opportunity for would-be Chinese-Australian 

photographers. Australian photographic historian, Sandy Barrie, has observed that in the 

decades around the turn of the century, some large city photographers, rather than 

updating their skills and equipment, survived by relocating to the countryside.
 56

 This 

suggests a higher demand for photography in rural areas during this period. Ken Howe 

remembers that James Albert Wong took 'photos with a box Brownie camera of people 

who wanted photos taken, because there were not many cameras around them days'.
57

 

When Thomas Ah Gain began work as a photographer in Halifax in 1909 he was the 

only photographer listed in the town until he moved to Innisfail in 1911 or 1912 where 

only two other photographers were listed.
58

 Henry Wong was probably the only 

photographer in the Crookwell-Bolong area in New South Wales. Locals who did not 

use his services would probably have had to travel south to Goulburn to get their 

portraits taken. Sandy Barrie also notes that it was commonplace for 'keen amateurs' to 

sell photographs in businesses such as camera shops, chemists, tobacconists and 

newsagents.
59

 Chinese Australians, particularly in rural New South Wales and Darwin, 

had been particularly successful in the establishment of general stores. These stores 

provided a stable business from which amateur postcards and photographs could be sold 

as part of general stock or else a more substantial and financially risky photographic 

studio could operate.
60

  

 

                                                                                                                                               

D002346.htm, accessed 17 December 2007 and 'Wing Cheong Sing (business)', CHIA website, 

http://www.chia.chinesemuseum.com.au/biogs/CH00599b.htm, accessed 17 December 2007. 
54

 Northern Territory Times and Gazette, advertisements published between February 1926 and August 

1926. 
55

 NAA: E752, 1930/8, 1930/9 and 1930/10. 
56

 Barrie, Australians Behind the Camera, p. viii. 
57

 Williams (ed.), Listen to What They Say. 
58

 Official Post Office Directory of Queensland, Brisbane: W.J. Meyer, 1909-1912. 
59

 Barrie, Australians Behind the Camera, p.viii. 
60

 Janis Wilton, Golden Threads: The Chinese in Regional New South Wales 1850-1950, Armidale, New 

England Regional Art Gallery in association with Powerhouse Publishing, 2004, pp.17-26. 
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It was common for commercial photographers to begin practicing photography as a 

hobby and to eventually become professional over time.
61

 A number of Chinese 

Australians were also identified who were certainly amateur photographers but who can 

not be conclusively proven to have sold their photographs commercially and so perhaps 

held a liminal position in commercial photography in Australia. These photographers 

were similarly associated with general stores of various kinds. Henry Wong (1878-

1967) probably sold photographs through his father's general store on the family sheep 

property in Bolong, near Crookwell, New South Wales from the 1890s through to the 

late 1910s.
62

 A disputed account states that before moving to Rockhampton where he 

changed businesses and ran a successful greengrocery, Willie Forday (1887-1969) 

according to one account sold his own photographs through the general store he ran in 

Cooktown, Queensland between 1918 and 1923.
63

 Paul Nomchong (1892-1956), son of 

Chee Dock Nomchong, ran the first cinema in Braidwood, New South Wales, and next 

to the theatre ran a store.
64

 In the 1930s it reportedly sold stationery, radios, 

gramophones, records, musical instruments, toys, photographic materials, insurance, 

kerosene lamps and motor vehicles.
65

 It is likely that some of his photographic 

postcards that were commercial in nature were also sold through this business.
66

 Man 

Fong Lau in Darwin, Northern Territory, described themselves as 'general providers and 

importers' and as seen in Chapter 1 were a major Darwin business. They also sold 

'photographic materials of all kinds' and were the sole suppliers in the Northern 
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 For example, Melbourne photographer Athol Shmith opened his first photographic studio in his parent's 
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 'Wong General Store', People and Collections, Golden Threads, http://archive.amol.org.au/golden 
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 Bill Forday, The Forday Story: The First 100 Years, [Rockhampton, Qld], self published, 1998. There 

is disagreement among descendants regarding this information. Thanks to Wendy Rankin for drawing my 

attention to the history of the Forday family. 
64

 According to his granddaughter, Frank Henry Yen, another Chinese-Australian photographer, also set 

up a picture theatre in Adaminaby. Personal communication, Odette Lamberton, 20 February 2006. 
65

 Robert Parkinson and Christine Wright, Braidwood Goes to the Movies, Campbelltown, NSW, 
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Territory in the 1920s for 'Harrington's Ltd' who supplied photographic supplies.
67

 It is 

not known if they also offered a photographic service or created their own photographic 

postcards.  

 

The life and work of Henry Wong illustrates how the nature of photographic work could 

easily become blurred between public and private, amateur and professional.
68

 Henry 

Wong's history as a photographer, along with a number of other Chinese-Australian 

photographers, challenges the distinct boundaries that tend to be drawn between 

commercial, family, amateur and artistic photographers in many photographic histories. 

The general store, through which his work appears to have been sold, was closely tied to 

the private life of the Wong family. Rather than being located in one of the main streets 

of the town, the store was based in one of the farm buildings near the family home on 

the Wong's family property, 'Bolong', near Crookwell in southern New South Wales, 

north of Goulburn [Image 51]. Henry's father, Wong Sat [Huang Shi, 黄石], ran the 

general store from the 1880s until his death in 1916. The Bolong business was 

conducted by mail order and relied on close relationships with neighbours and 

established relationships with customers from Wong Sat's previous two stores in the 

region.
69

 Henry Wong grew up on the property and after spending some time in Sydney 

returned to help the family run the property and he stayed on alone at Bolong until his 

death in 1966 after his mother died in 1925. 
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 Northern Territory Times and Gazette, 6 March 1928 and 4 January 1924. Earlier in 1913 they 

described their business as a 'general storekeepers, importers and greengrocers etc'. In 1931 Harrington's 

was eventually taken over by Kodak. 
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 Other members of the family called themselves Hackney Wong but Dawn Wong says that her father 

(Thomas Wong), Henry's brother said he was always referred to as 'Henry Wong'. Personal email, Dawin 

Wong, 6 December 2007. 
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store', Locality, (Autumn 2003), 12-16. 
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According to Dawn Wong (granddaughter of Thomas Wong) no-one touched the 

photographic equipment after 1924.
70

 In the late 1980s it was acquired by the 

Powerhouse Museum along with the rest of the store's contents. Most of the 

photographic prints and negatives in the Powerhouse Museum collection date from 

some time in the late 1890s through to the early 1920s and have been attributed to 

Henry Wong. There is some question as to whether his sister, Amelia Eve Wong, was 

also an amateur photographer or was involved in some way with the photographs 

created. Albert Steer who facilitated the transfer of the collection to the Powerhouse 

Museum and helped to identify much of the collection believed that she was, but it has 

not been possible to substantiate this claim. All invoices and receipts are made out to 

Henry Wong and surviving members of the family only recall Henry's association with 

photography.
71

 

 

One scrap of paper offers the only clue that Henry was more than an amateur 

photographer [Image 52].
72

 On one half of the page someone has jotted down in pencil 

the names of customers and details of their photograph orders. The list suggests that 

Henry offered a range of photographic formats for his customers including older format 

cabinet cards as well as more fashionable postcards and 15x12 inch and 12x10 inch size 

prints. On the other half of the folded page are a number of lists in which varying 

amounts of money have been added up. The figures do not seem to match up with the 

orders listed but the amounts being added correspond to the expected prices of 

commercial photographs. If this is correct then the figures suggest Henry was charging 

seven shillings and six pence for six cabinet card format photographs and twelve 

shillings and six pence for twelve cabinet cards in the 1890s to 1910s period.
73

 Fifty-

eight photographic prints (including duplicates) in two series within the Wong Sat 

collection have been tentatively identified as Henry Wong's commercial photography. 
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 Based on the location of this sheet in the archives it probably dates c1907-1909. A letter ordering goods 
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 For the purposes of comparison, in 1896 a dozen 'quality' cabinet cards could be purchased for 12 

shillings through Bartlett Bros in Bendigo (Bendigo Advertiser, 21 October 1896, p.1). In 1897 Barroni & 

Co in Melbourne advertised that a dozen cabinet cards could be purchased for 8/6 pence (Austral Wheel, 
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Image 51 - The Wong Sat family sheep property in Crookwell, New South Wales, taken by Henry 

Wong. The circled building is the store with the family home to the left of it, c1909.

(Modified scan courtesy Kate Bagnall. Original glass negative held by the Powerhouse Museum: 

Wong Sat collection, 97/92/13 (uncatalogued) [D003339])

http://www.chia.chinesemuseum.com.au/objects/D003339.htm


  



Image 52 - Henry Wong's notes (front and back) believed to be about photographs taken for 

various families in the Crookwell area of New South Wales.

(Powerhouse Museum: Wong Sat collection, 97/92/14-15/11:19)
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This is based on the fact no photographs of family members have been identified in 

these two series.
74

  

 

Little visually distinguishes what survives of Henry Wong's private photographic 

portraiture from what is believed to be his commercial work. There is perhaps a slight 

tendency towards the use of a backdrop in his commercial work, while his family 

portraits are more likely to be taken with a natural setting. The nature of Wong Sat's 

store was such that most of the potential customers for his work were going to be local 

families from the closely settled area around the Bolong property.
75

 The few 

photographs identified in the two series believed to be commercial photographs 

suggests this was the case. Many of the names of families from nearby properties were 

also listed on a rough customer list mentioned above [Image 52].
76

 The Wong family 

would have been socialising with the same families that they were doing business with. 

This overlapping between the public and the private complicates the classification of 

Henry Wong's work as commercial or private, as the same people could be family 

friends on some occasions and paying customers on others.  

 

It has not been possible to reconstruct such detailed biographies of the work and lives of 

most of the other Chinese-Australian photographers but from what has been found it is 

clear that Chinese-Australian photographers came from a range of ancestral 

backgrounds and birthplaces. Henry Wong, James Albert Wong (unrelated), Frank Yen 

and his brother Arthur were all born in Australia to white mothers (both immigrants and 

Australian-born) and fathers born in China.
77

 Paul Nomchong, and probably also Chin 
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Loong Jang [Tang?] and Shing Lepp were born in Australia to parents born in China.
78

 

Others arrived in Australia as boys or young men. Thomas Ah Gain who arrived in 

Australia in 1886 when he was about 16, Charles Lam Hoo in 1885 when he was about 

15, and Low Ah Kee, who was probably the photographer at Yat War & Co, arrived in 

1888 when he was about 20.
79

 And finally, judging by their use of anglicised Chinese 

names, many of the early photographers operating in the 1890s were probably born in 

China.
80

  

 

Chinese-Australian photographers appear to have filled successfully a range of 

commercial niches within Australian photography. Extant photographs have been found 

for most of the photographers identified, but unlike the Henry Wong collection, only 

one or two images have been found in many cases.
81

 Early advertisements for Frank A. 

Wong's studio indicated that he would do enlargements, was prepared to do work of 

'every description' and would make special arrangements for country requests.
82

 Shing 

Lep of Shing Lep & Co in Darwin advertised that they provided 'Artistic Enlargements, 

Local postcards, Films or plates developed and printed for amateurs' and also tempted 

customers with a 'delightful assortment of local views'.
83

 Ah Mann was commissioned 

                                                                                                                                               

Adaminaby 1860', Monaro Pioneers, http://www.monaropioneers.com/nimmitabel/pioneers/booshandj. 

htm, accessed 24 June 2009. 
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Image 53 - Two photographs of mining operations at Howley Mining Co in the Northern Territory 

taken by Ah Mann, Howley, c1900, as reproduced in F.D. Holland's published report.

(F.D. Holland, 'The Northern Territory: Its goldfields II', Australian Mining Standard, vol. 1, no. 6 

(12 April 1900), pp.339, 340. [D001164, D001163])

http://www.chia.chinesemuseum.com.au/objects/D001164.htm
http://www.chia.chinesemuseum.com.au/objects/D001163.htm
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by F.D. Holland to take a number of photographs of mining operations at Howley Mine 

in the Northern Territory for his published report on the nature and profitability of gold 

mining operations in the Northern Territory [Image 53].
84

 An early settler of far north 

Queensland H.A. Noone, describes in his diary how he employed Thomas Gain in 1906 

to take photographs of timber Noone had felled that had begun to rot. These 

photographs were then used as evidence in a dispute over a land claim in Innisfail, 

northern Queensland, between Noone and a newcomer to the area.
85

 A portrait 

attributed to Henry Wong of one of the Marmont brothers standing on the verandah of J. 

Arthur Marmont's general store in Golspie, pouring perhaps sugar or flour into a white 

bag, may have been used for advertising purposes and perhaps published.
86

 

Advertisements for a range of goods, with labels such as Pears, Keens Mustard, 

Hudson's soap, Epsom salts and Lewis & Whitty's Bag Blue, can be seen behind him 

and on carefully stacked boxes placed in front of him. 

 

To date, no Chinese-Australian photographers have been identified in fashion and high 

society studio portraiture; however Chinese-born Tommy Chan, who lived in Little 

Bourke St, Melbourne, is remembered to have worked at Athol Shmith's photographic 

studio until after the war, when immigration restrictions forced him to leave Australia, 

and he settled in Hong Kong and eventually became a manager of Kodak there.
87

 From 

the 1940s over the length of his sixty year career, Athol Shmith was one of Melbourne's 

leading fashion photographers as well as a portrait and advertising photographer. 
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 Holland, 'The Northern Territory: Its goldfields II'. [D001163, D001164]. Thanks to Allan O'Neil for 

drawing my attention to the reference to this photographer in Eric Rolls and the original article. Special 

mention was made of Chinese involvement in this industry. The only other photograph published in 

Holland's articles was one taken by A. Jaesche. The Jaesches were a prominent family in the Northern 

Territory but similarly no further information about A. Jaesche's freelance work as a photographer could 

be found. Rolls, Citizens, p.151. O'Neil, Allan M., 'Chinese workers and merchants in the Northern 

Territory, 1880 to 1920: A survey of Chinese workers' occupations and Chinese merchant's business 

interests and their relations with the European business community and government', Journal of Chinese 

Australia, vol. 1, (May 2000), http://www.purl.com/jca/issue01/07ONeil.html, accessed 15 July 2009, 

unpaged. 
85

 Fallon, Radiant Green, p.16. 
86

 Taralga Historical Society: uncatalogued collection, 'Harry Marmont at J. Arthur Marmont's general 

store Golspie'. There is some disagreement as to whether this photographs shows Henry Marmont or his 

brother John Arthur. Personal communication, Pat Williamson, 7 February 2006. Personal 

communication, Joyce Fleming, 3 March 2006. The shadow of a tree and overhanging verandah reflected 

in the door glass of the photograph and the weatherboards suggest this photograph was taken outdoors. 

This would have been done to maximise the light for the photograph.  
87

 Personal communication, Ham Chan, 2008. Personal communication, Raymond Lew-Boar, 2008. 14 

January 2009. 
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The majority of extant work was taken by Chinese-Australian photographers working 

within rural economies and reflects the needs of these communities. Their work is 

indistinguishable from the photographs of other small-town photographers. As 

discussed in Chapter 1, civic photographs of the main streets of cities and towns, hotels, 

major industries and civic buildings were popular subjects in the nineteenth and early 

twentieth century commercial photography, particularly postcards. In the 1920s and 

1930s Paul Nomchong photographed Wallace Street (the main street of Braidwood), the 

Bombay Bridge (also in Braidwood), the Braidwood Hospital, and also took a number 

of photographs of the local rabbit freezing works, capturing the impressive number of 

rabbits being processed there.
88

 In the early decades of the twentieth century, Frank 

Henry Yen similarly photographed several views of Dennison Street (the main street of 

Adaminaby), including a few under snow; another of Druitt Street and some of the 

Federal Hotel and Australian Hotel.
89

 The only extant photograph taken by James 

Albert Wong was a view of Victoria Park in Beechworth which was sent by a 'Rose' to 

her Grandmother to wish her a happy Christmas in the 1900s [Image 54].
90

 

 

Creating a photographic record of important local events was also a key role for small-

town photographers, particularly before photography was widely used in newspapers, 

when this role was largely covered by the photo-journalist. In the 1900s and 1910s these 

events were often captured as postcards which were widely and regularly collected and 

used to keep in touch with friends and relatives. Paul Nomchong took a couple of 

photographs of the floats participating in Dardanelles Day around the mid-1910s.
91

 

Frank Henry Yen took several photographs of the delivery by horse-drawn cart of a 

large boiler to the Kyloe Copper mine.
92

 The boiler arrived in spectacular fashion at 
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 Braidwood & District Historical Society: Picture collection, P1988/75 [EX1], P1990/46 [G X1, 

P1970/16 [F] and P1997/508 ii) [F, 1988/47 [G X1] and 1988/73 [E]. NLA: compactus collection, 

Braidwood - portraits, 'BOMBAY BRIDGE' BRAIDWOOD'. 
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[from hill looking down], 'Druitt Street in Winter, Adaminaby'. Leigh Stewart, Historic Adaminaby: Book 

of Photos, Adaminaby, NSW, self published, 2004, unpaged. 
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 Burke Museum (Beechworth): 'Gardens and Parks' file, 97 2217. Text on the postcard reads: 'To Dear 
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 Braidwood & District Historical Society: Picture collection, P1990/47 [G], and probably P/80/01/286. 
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 Cooma Monaro Historical Society Inc: 'KYLOE BOILER 30 TONS(1) DENISON ST, 

ADAMINABY', 'KYOLE BOILER 30 TON DENISON ST. ADAMINABY' and Stewart, Historic 



Image 54 - Photographic postcard of Victoria Park in Beechworth, Victoria, taken by James Albert 

Wong, c1908-1912? Note Wong's signature on the bottom right of the print. Handwriting on front 

reads 'from Rose' and back: 'To Dear Grandmother from Rose wishing you a Happy Xmas'.

(Burke Museum (Beechworth, Vic): 'Gardens and Parks' folder, 97.2277)
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Adaminaby on a train pulled by seventy-six bullocks in 1910. In another photograph 

Yen photographed the attendants of the Grand Ball that was held to mark the opening of 

the School of Arts in Adaminaby in 1911. He makes a point of noting that he used 

'flashlight' photography in the caption [Image 55].
93

  

 

Time constraints did not allow a thorough search of local English-language newspapers 

for photographs but it is anticipated that photographs of local events and also local 

views and portraits, particularly of sporting events or prominent people taken by 

Chinese-Australian photographers would also have been published in local newspapers 

and publications. Photographs such as these were taken by Chinese-Australian and other 

Australian photographers for Chinese-language newspapers in Australia. For example in 

1907 Guo Zhangwei photographed the people who attended a picnic in Narrandera, 

New South Wales to celebrate the birthday of the Chinese Emperor Guangxu.
94

 In 1907 

Lei Tian [雷添] also photographed the crowd who greeted the arrival of the first 

Chinese Consul General to Melbourne by train, and in 1907 a group arriving at a picnic 

by boat.
95

 

 

Local photographers were also employed to take portraits of sporting teams and other 

official and social groups. A newspaper article published in 1931 mentioned that Ah 

Cheong's photographic studio in Darwin had 'many photo groups not only of cricketers, 

but also of footballers and of rifle shooters and rowing crews'.
96

 Between 1900 and 1904 

Yat War & Co photographed the Hillgrove Junior Rugby Union team with their coach.
97

 

Their portrait follows the standard format for Rugby Union portraits at the turn of the 

century with the team in sports uniform, sitting and standing in rows with their arms 

                                                                                                                                               

Adaminaby, n.p. Information on the Cooma-Monaro Shire Council website suggests the boiler was 

delivered in 1910. 'Transport to (and within) Monaro', Cooma-Monaro Shire Council, http://www. 
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 Cooma Monaro Historical Society Inc: 'GRAND BALL. OPENING OF SCHOOL OF ARTS, 

ADAMINABY'. According to the caption on a photograph provided by Adaminaby historian Leigh 

Stewart the foundation stone of the School of Arts was laid on 28 January 1911 at 4pm. Stewart, Historic 

Adaminaby, unnumbered.  
94

 Tung Wah Times, 24 August 1907 [D003839]. 
95

 Chinese Times, 23 February 1907 [D003856] and 17 November 1906 [D003857]. 
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 Northern Territory Times and Gazette, 28 July 1931. 
97

 Graham Wilson and Bruce Cade, Hillgrove: A Photographic Study of a NSW Mining Town, 1893-1912, 

Armidale, NSW, Armidale and District Historical Society, 1996, p.35. 
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folded. The team coaches stand at the back in dress suits.
98

 A few decades later Paul 

Nomchong created a photographic postcard of the Braidwood Hockey Club.
99

 

Following one of the standard ways of photographing hockey teams, the girls pose on 

the playing field and stand in a diagonal line in their uniform with their hockey sticks.
100

 

He also took a large 'Paris Panel' size portrait of the Braidwood Fire Brigade beside 

their horse-drawn fire truck with Union Jack flag, a portrait of bank manager Daniel 

Ward, outside the Australian Bank of Commerce, and a large studio portrait of the 

Braidwood Municipal Council in 1925.
101

 Some time in the 1910s, Samuel Him took an 

outdoor portrait, of a well-dressed unidentified group of Chinese Australians which 

included Lee Goot-che [Liu Yuechi, 劉月池] and Ng Hung-pui [Wu Hongpei, 伍洪培], 

the republican editors of Melbourne's Chinese Times and Sydney's Chinese Republican 

News respectively.
102

 

 

Personal family and individual portraits were also a vital part of these businesses. These 

ranged from the informal work of Henry Wong through to more formal studio work. 

Henry Wong worked with an 1880s-style camera using dry emulsion glass-plate 

negatives rather than the more modern, and possibly more expensive, equipment that 

was available at the time the photographs were taken.
103

 His photographs were therefore 

taken outside to maximise the available light. They show unidentified individuals and 

groups taken outside, with either a cloth background or in a natural setting. The 

backdrops used differ, suggesting Henry travelled to his customers' homes and they 

provided the backdrop and other props. Subjects are all carefully posed as if in a formal 

studio, clearly in their best clothes, regardless of whether they pose in front of the 

simple cloth background or in a natural setting. Henry Wong also took a few portraits of 

people posed outside their home or on their properties. This was another standard form 
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 For examples of similar contemporary Rugby Union portraits see the results of a search for 'rugby 
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 Braidwood & District Historical Society: Picture collection, P1988/85 [A]. 
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 Chinese Nationalist Party of Australasia (Sydney Branch), Framed photographs, Room A. 
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 Camera, negatives and purchasing documentation are held in the Powerhouse Museum in Sydney and 

are displayed as part of the What's in Store exhibition. 
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of commercial photography in the nineteenth century.
104

 There is also a photograph of 

'Galway' (later 'Myome'), William and Mary Marmont's home and property, believed by 

the Taralga Historical Society to have been taken by Henry Wong who lived just across 

the river.
105

 At first glance it appears to be a simple scenic view of the property but a 

closer examination shows that at least two of the three figures in the image have posed 

for the photograph. 

 

Some Chinese-Australian photographers took their portraits in photographic studios. 

Three cabinet card-format portraits with gold-embossed studio attributions on their card 

mounts survive from Yat War & Co's studio. One is an oval-shaped head-and-shoulders 

portrait to the waist and the other two are full-length portraits that feature the same 

studio furniture [Image 56]. They conform to standard late nineteenth and early 

twentieth-century portraiture. The subjects were photographed in their best dress in a 

respectable middle class-style setting with studio furniture and props and appropriately 

painted backdrops. The portraits are of a young woman, a young couple (perhaps newly 

married) and an older woman. All are unidentified but were presumably local people. A 

portrait was also taken of two Chinese New Zealanders, Henry Ah Hee Jackson [Yue 

Henry Jackson, Yu Enhe, 余恩和] and Yue Jackson around 1912 by the Sydney-based 

Commonwealth Studio at the time Charles Lam Hoo was working in Sydney.
106

 The 

Commonwealth Studio also took a family portrait of George Bew's [George Kwok Bew, 

Guo Biao, 郭標] wife, Darling, and four of their children, Elsie, Daisy, George and 

Walter, in 1917.
107

 The subjects all dress in typical early twentieth-century Australian 

dress for their portraits. Some portraiture was also taken on location, such as wedding 
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 The most well-known example of this form of photography is seen in the work of Merlin and Bayliss 

of the Australasian Photographic Company who photographed many of the businesses in the Hill End 
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portraits. In 1930 Ah Cheong took a group portrait of Ellen Margaritas and Tom Savas 

at their Greek wedding ceremony in Darwin.
108

 

 

Other Chinese-Australian photographers also took advantage of the market for 

identification photography that opened up when photography began to be used by 

colonial and then federal governments to control immigration from the turn of the 

century. In the Northern Territory portraits used on exemption applications were 

certified by the photographer as well as other referees. Ah Cheong, Chin Loong Jang 

[Tang?] and Shing Lep appear to have taken almost all of the identification photographs 

for their 'Certificate Exempting from Dictation Test', including those of Japanese and 

Indian applicants, from the 1910s through to the early 1940s when Northern Territory 

residents began to be evacuated because of fears of Japanese invasion during the Second 

World War [Image 57].
109

 A photographer, whose signature seems to read Ah Cheong, 

certified a large proportion of these photographs.
110

 W. Ramsay Smith, a natural 

scientist may have been referring to Ah Cheong when he recalled that there was a 

Chinese photographic studio that specialised in portraits for exception paperwork in 

Darwin in the 1910s.
111

 The dominance of Chinese-Australian businessmen in Darwin's 

commercial sector and the high proportion of Chinese Australians in Darwin's 

population between the 1910s and 1930s perhaps helps to explain the dominance of 

Chinese-Australian photographers in the Darwin identification photography market 

there.  
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 Northern Territory Times and Gazette, 9 December 1930. 
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 For examples of identification photographs of Japanese and Indian applicants see: NAA: E752, 1930/8 
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compatriots'. Helen J Wilson, 'Ah Cheong', in Robyn Maynard David Carment, Alan Powell (ed.), 
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 W. Ramsay Smith, In Southern Seas: Wandering of a Naturalist, London, J. Murray, 1924, p.124. 



Image 56 - Unidentified woman with violets, take by Yat War & Co photographic studio in 

Hillgrove, New South Wales, c1900-1904. Note the studio brand name on the bottom left of the card 

mount.

(Armidale Historical Society)



  



Image 57 - Front and back of two identification portraits of Gin Toy, taken by Chin Loong Jang 

[Tang?] in Darwin in the Northern Territory, c1920.

(NAA: E752, 1920/1)
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The use of Chinese-Australian photographers in the Northern Territory was particularly 

noticeable, as other states did not regularly use photographers as part of their 

certification processes. Studio identifiers such as studio insignia on card mounts or on 

the backs of photographs were also often removed or hidden as part of processing and 

archiving applications. Charles Hoo of the Commonwealth Studio advertised in the 

Tung Wah Times that he could provide quick portraits for Chinese wanting to return to 

China, and a number of his photographs can be found on exemption documentation 

processed in Sydney.
112

 These are only identifiable in the archive by the distinctive 

stamp used on the backs of photographs which can be seen through the back of the 

paper to which they were attached.
113

 At the same sitting that George Bew's family had 

the formal family portrait taken, they also had identification portraits taken for their 

Certificate of Exemption from Dictation Test applications.
114

 Their eldest children, 

Leon and Pearl, had similar identification portraits taken two years earlier.
115

 As 

mentioned at the start of the chapter Samuel Him also took photographs for early 

exemption photographs in Melbourne and the only extant photograph found that was 

taken by Thomas Gain from Queensland is a portrait he took for his son Victor's 

exemption certificate in 1920.
116

  

 

Chinese Australians did not generally show a particular preference for Chinese-

Australian photographic studios or any other 'Chinese-friendly' studio. An analysis of 

the photographic studios used by Chinese Australians on their exemptions granted under 

the Victorian Chinese Act 1890 (discussed in Chapter 3) in 1899 and 1900 shows that 

most applicants for exemption had their photographs taken in central Melbourne or else 

in their home town or suburb. Of the 220 studios with locations identified on the 260 

photographs in the B6443 series, 168 were taken in Melbourne and its suburbs and the 

rest in rural Victoria except for one taken in Launceston, Tasmania.
117

 Roughly 155 
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 Tung Wah Times, 6 January 1906 and 3 February 1906. Commonwealth Studio advertisements were 

found in the Tung Wah newspaper between 1917 and 1921. Liu Luxin, Tung Wah Index, Chinese 

Australia website, http://www.chaf.lib.latrobe.edu.au/tungwah.htm, accessed 18 December 2007. 
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were taken at a range of studios in central Melbourne. No preference for a particular 

photographic studio or identifiable pattern emerged, even in central Melbourne where 

Samuel Him was working. Identification portraits of Chinese Australians were just as 

likely to be taken by other Australian photographers as Chinese-Australian ones.  

 

It was difficult to get a sense of whether Chinese-Australian photographers had a 

particular aesthetic style or not. Generally not enough original examples of their work 

have been found or, as in the case of the identification portraits taken by Shing Lepp, 

Ah Cheong and Chin Loong Jang [Tang?], there is little room within the photographic 

genre to express an individual style. A noticeable feature in some of Paul Nomchong's 

portraits is slight slippages in the visual conventions they are being constructed within. 

This is typical of the kinds of photographs taken by semi-professional photographers in 

country towns. In his portrait of the Braidwood Hockey Club the girls have not been 

ordered from tallest to shortest, nor do they line up evenly or stand and hold their sticks 

in the same way and one girl casually drapes her arm on the shoulder of the girl in 

front.
118

 In another portrait attributed to Paul Nomchong of the Braidwood Municipal 

Councillors in 1925 the group is visually unbalanced by the fact that three of the men 

pose at an angle while the others all face the camera square-on [Image 58].
119

 The men 

sit on different chairs, the edge of an empty chair can just be seen on the right of the 

image and the rug the Councillors pose on stops before the edge of the image. One man 

in the portrait holds his hat and strikes a different pose to the others. These anomalies 

mark these photographs as imperfect examples of early twentieth-century photographic 

portraiture but they also highlight the individuality of those posing in the portraits which 

perhaps made them better suited to the requirements of Nomchong's customers. 

 

Despite the very formal poses of the subjects, the outdoor settings of Henry Wong's 

portraits have a very casual feel to them compared with much turn-of-the-century 

photographic portraiture [Image 59]. As already noted, the camera Wong used limited 

much of his work to outdoor photography; however, while in some portraits he tried to 

recreate the sense of an indoor studio through the use of carpets and backdrops, in many 

portraits he took advantage of the outdoor setting and posed his subjects against 

                                                 

118
 Braidwood & District Historical Society: Picture collection, P/88/12/85, neg 850317. 

119
 Braidwood & District Historical Society: Picture collection, 97/56/369, P1997/369. 



Image 58 - Portrait of Braidwood Municipal Council, New South Wales, taken by Paul Nomchong, 

c1925.

(Braidwood Historical Society, 97/56/369, P1997/369)



  



Image 59 - Unidentified woman seated in front of rock, taken by Henry Wong in the Crookwell 

area, New South Wales, c1890-1910.

(Powerhouse Museum: Wong Sat collection, 97/92/12-5/5 Photographic print, sepia, portrait of 

unidentified young woman, paper/card-board, [Amelia Eve Wong and/or Henry Hackney Wong], 

c1890-1920)



  



Image 60 - Renie Seaman (nee Crocker) with sheep, taken by Henry Wong in the Crookwell area, 

New South Wales, c1890-1910.

(Powerhouse Museum: Wong Sat collection, 97/92/11-1/1 Photographic print, black & white, 

portrait of Renie Seaman [nee Crocker], paper, [Amelia Eve Wong and/or Henry Hackney Wong], 

c1890-1918)
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dramatic rocky settings. In a number of portraits the female subjects hold freshly picked 

wild flowers and in another a toddler poses on a chair placed on a large fur (possibly 

kangaroo, possum or rabbit).
120

 In a portrait taken of a young couple, the man proudly 

holds his rifle, an essential tool of the rural man.
121

 There are also a couple of 

photographic studies of children with livestock, such as feeding sheep and sitting on a 

bullock [Image 60].
122

  

 

Henry Wong's use of bush settings and decorative accompaniments in his work suggests 

affectionate ties to the land and perhaps pride in the landscape in which he had grown 

up. Henry Wong's photographs might also be the product of the self-conscious 

construction of an Australian national culture that emerged at the turn of the century. 

This imagined Australian national culture was expressed in the prose of Bulletin writers, 

such as Banjo Patterson and the artistic work of the Heidelberg School of painters.
123

 

One element involved embracing a greater appreciation of Australian flora, fauna and 

'bush' landscapes. As observed by Tom Griffiths, 'from the 1890s until well into the 

twentieth century, sunshine and sheep pervaded the literary and artistic representations 

of Australia, eventually hardening into images of "national heritage"'.
124

 Henry Wong's 

photograph of an unidentified girl with sheep [Image 60] typifies this.  

 

While Chinese-Australian photographic work is characterised by Australian visual 

concerns, it has been the influence of non-western visual aesthetics and subject matter 

on photography, including photography in China, that has been the focus of much 

literature on Chinese photography.
125

 Regine Thiriez has observed that nineteenth-
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century Chinese photographers had a preference for a distinctive set of photographic 

studio settings in China and that they transferred that to other places, such as San 

Francisco and South America, when they emigrated.
126

 This set of studio ornaments 

included a table on which a water-pipe, teacup and possibly a vase of flowers, a plant or 

a clock were displayed, the presence of a wide-mouthed vase at the feet of the sitter, and 

painted backdrops that increasingly became reminiscent of Chinoiserie landscape or 

architecture. Faith Moosang has observed that many of the photographs taken by 

Chinese-born photographer Chow Dong Hoy, who arrived in Canada in the 1890s and 

learnt photography in 1907, tend towards poses of an ancestor portrait style. They were: 

 

…full-length or three-quarter-length representations, with the sitter 

directly facing the camera in a rigid or upright posture. In the case of the 

men, their legs are often triangulated with their hands either spread out 

on their knees or resting on their laps.
127

  

 

She also notes a particular Chinese symbolism in the studio paraphernalia used.
128

 Many 

of Chow Dong Hoy's Chinese portraits were taken in front of a backdrop painted with 

large chrysanthemums, which are Chinese symbols of 'longevity' and the 'overcoming of 

adversity or hardship' in Chinese written and visual arts. Calendars produced in 1912 

were also prominent in Chinese portraits. Moosang links this to a newspaper article that 

mentioned that calendars for that year were particularly scarce and suggests their use 
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was a 'mild form of boasting'. These calendars probably became scarce in 1912 due to 

the enthusiastic purchase of calendars by local Chinese residents after the adoption of 

the Gregorian calendar by the newly-established reformist Republican government in 

China in late 1911. Their subsequent use in photographs therefore probably mark them 

as symbols of support for the new Republican China.  

 

In Anthony Lee's analysis of the visual representations of San Francisco's Chinatown, 

he hypothesises that a particular photographic portrait was 'so unlike the portrait styles 

of the non-Chinese' that it might have been taken by a Chinese photographer. On the 

whole, however, he observes that surviving photographs taken by early Chinese-

American photographers did not differ significantly from those of their competitors and 

that there was not any substantial differences between photographic portraits of Chinese 

Americans and other nationalities.
129

 He argues that Chinese-San Franciscan 

photographers learnt primarily from successful non-Chinese studios in San Francisco 

and, contrary to Regine Thiriez, believes photographers got sitters to conform to the 

visual stereotypes they had learnt, rather than the other way around. 

 

The three portraits by Samuel Him mentioned at the beginning of the chapter are the 

only photographs that show any evidence of a particularly 'Chinese' or even 'Chinese-

Australian' aesthetic in the work of Chinese-Australian photographers. The faded nature 

of Samuel Him's portraits of Ah Young, Lan Shut and Ah Hing and their full-frontal 

poses suggest Samuel Him may have been influenced by a Chinese visual aesthetic 

[Image 50]. Nineteenth-century photographer Baron Stillfried observed that Chinese 

sitters in China wanted their faces as white as possible, and one method of achieving 

this was by posing the subject in direct sunshine and retouching the photographic print 

with white lead to further remove any shading on the face.
130

 The full frontal pose of the 

three subjects also corresponds with the observations of another nineteenth-century 

photographer who worked in China, D.K. Griffith, who noted in 1874 that Chinese 

subjects tended to want to pose showing both their ears with their head held in such a 
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way that each side of the face had the same proportions, similar to poses used in 

ancestor portraits.
131

  

 

These potential Chinese aesthetic influences can as easily be explained by other factors. 

Firstly it needs to be observed that Samuel Him took these portraits roughly thirty years 

after Baron Stillfried and D.K. Griffith made their observations about photography in 

China which is a long time to expect photographic trends to remain unchanged. Regine 

Thiriez argues that many portraits in China did not support these nineteenth-century 

observations, that Chinese were more open to change than these contemporary 

comments might suggest and that Stillfried and Griffith were perhaps deliberately 

highlighting Chinese difference in order to entertain their European audiences.
132

 The 

faded nature of Samuel Him's early portraits might also have occurred because Him was 

an unskilled photographer who lacked control over developing agents or had poor 

quality agents and so the photographs subsequently faded over time.
133

 A group portrait 

taken by Samuel Him ten years after these earlier portraits that does not show any signs 

of fading indicates that for whatever reasons Him's photography changed over time.
134

 

Photographic theorist John Tagg has also observed that frontal poses were popular in 

western amateur snapshot photography despite the fact that this was generally 

considered lower class or 'common'.
135

 Frontal portraits were also not completely absent 

from western portraiture and so rather than reflecting a particularly Chinese preference, 

Him's portraits were just as likely to be the product of a lay person's approach to 

photography.  
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203 

In highlighting and over emphasising the 'Chinese' influence or 'different' nature of the 

work of Chinese photographers in China or as immigrants in other countries the 

unremarkable nature of the work of these photographers can sometimes be overlooked. 

Chinese-Australian photographers worked in Australia, for a range of Australian 

customers and so responded to the needs of the market in which they were working. By 

the turn of the century, when the first extant work of Chinese-Australian photographs 

was created, there is little difference between the photographs taken by Chinese-

Australian photographers and other photographers in Australia. This chapter has argued 

that it was the very ordinariness of the lives of the Chinese-Australian photographers 

and their work in Australia which is most striking.
136

 

 

Throughout this thesis, the ways that Chinese Australians have chosen to portray 

themselves in different genres of photographs, whether as a photographer behind the 

camera or as a client or subject in front of it, has been contrasted with the ways in which 

they have been represented by others. The next chapter will explore this issue more 

directly through the genre of family photography, and in particular, wedding 

photography. 
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6. Wedding Photography 

 

A Chinese wedding was another local spectacle, the bride in pink silk 

tunic and trousers, with red veil, if her husband had another wife in 

China - as he probably had; if not, she wore the red of honoured wife, 

with a pink veil. Four women "match-makers", sleek and smiling in 

shiny black, went with her to the bride groom's house under a big blue 

umbrella, and behind, on litters, her trousseau and effects. She skipped a 

burning fire in the scrolled doorway, and very rarely crossed it again till 

she was the mother of nine or ten children.
1
  

 

Australian writer and journalist Ernestine Hill wrote this extract for Walkabout in 1942 

in an article that nostalgically remembered pre-World War II Darwin. Illustrating the 

article is a slightly out-of-focus photograph captioned 'Under the blue umbrellas in sun 

or rain, Chinese women in Cavenagh Street'.
2
 The photograph, which shows the match-

makers described in the text, was taken in 1930 by Hill and shows four women in loose 

dark trousers and light tops with wide sleeves crossing the road under dark umbrellas. 

As a journalist, Hill took this photograph with a public audience in mind. It was semi-

ethnographic in intent, sharing characteristics with the procession and type photographs 

discussed in Chapter 2. When Hill took this photograph she was an outside observer 

with a camera attempting to capture a culture and set of rituals she considered to be in 

decline. For her this culture was embodied, in part, by this snapshot of a Chinese-

Australian wedding.  

 

This is not, however, how Chinese Australians chose to represent themselves and their 

weddings using photography. To analyse Chinese-Australian self-representation in this 

context it is necessary to examine a different genre of photographs, those found in the 

private collections of Chinese-Australian families - wedding photography. This reveals 
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that from the turn of the nineteenth century, Chinese Australians, along with couples 

around the world, began embracing the rituals of the white wedding, which included 

having a photographic portrait taken that showed the bride dressed in white with 

wedding veil and bouquet accompanied by a groom, often seated, in a dark three-piece 

suit, sometimes surrounded by their bridal party. Chinese Australians still married in a 

range of other ways but it was the white wedding which was photographed. This chapter 

argues that when Chinese Australians posed for white wedding photographs they were 

partners with other Australians in contributing to the global phenomenon of the 

publicly-celebrated white wedding. By tracking changes in Chinese-Australian wedding 

photographs over time, such as the nature of the photographs taken and of the dress 

worn, it is possible to illustrate that Chinese Australians were modernising, not 

assimilating, and that they were conspicuously up-to-the-minute in their dress, 

behaviour, and values. The appearance of wedding portraits in these collections is 

related to the emergence of the white wedding and the concurrent development of 

photography around the world. This can be seen by locating Chinese-Australian 

weddings and photography within larger global movements, in which Sydney, 

Melbourne, Hong Kong and Shanghai have each played a part. The white wedding was 

not a set of rituals that appeared fully formed but something which developed 

differently over time and space. 

 

This chapter seeks to place Chinese Australians within the context of changing fashion 

in China and Australia. There has been a tendency since the nineteenth century to 

assume that Chinese dress was unchanging and static. In an exploration of the ways in 

which fashion in China has been viewed, historian Antonia Finnane discusses how 

nineteenth-century Europeans perceived 'Chinese clothing culture as lacking in 

dynamism and innocent of fashion' and how 'Chinese fashion setters forgot that their 

forbears had been alert to the demands of the market and the nuances of contemporary 

choices in what to wear. They became complicit in the conclusion that China simply 

lacked fashion'.
3
 As cultural theorist Jennifer Craik has observed, the word 'fashion' is 

generally associated with elite western fashion while 'costume', 'uniform', 'folk' or 

'ethnic' are words used to describe other forms of dress, particularly those of non-
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2007, chapter 2. 
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Europeans.
4
 While western dress is generally seen to need little explanation other than 

being a sign of individual adornment or part of group adornment or role playing, non-

western fashion is seen to be unchanging, containing deep meanings and shaped by 

forces beyond the control or understanding of the individual.  

 

The white wedding is also something which has been popularly constructed as a 

timeless and unchanging tradition, but it was in fact a set of rituals which have 

coalesced fairly recently. The phenomenon of the white wedding is considered to have 

begun when Queen Victoria married Prince Albert in white, with a Honiton lace veil 

with orange blossom in 1840.
5
 In Britain, Europe and their colonies, royal weddings had 

been influencing upper-class fashion since at least the early 1820s. The tradition of a 

white wedding was further solidified in British fashion in 1858 when Queen Victoria's 

eldest daughter Princess Victoria also married in white, with flounces of Honiton lace 

and wreaths and sprays of orange flowers and myrtle, with veil and wreath to match.
6
  

 

Initially a luxury of the wealthy upper classes in England, the major features of white 

weddings - the special white dress, veil, floral bouquets, bridesmaids and page boys - 

began slowly influencing, in slightly different ways, the wedding rituals of other classes 

and cultures around the world throughout the nineteenth century. Previous rituals 

associated with marriage were transformed, reinterpreted and sometimes discarded 

under the influence of white wedding rituals. According to Carol Wallace, the white 

wedding in the United States was a cumulative tradition in which new practices were 

added and incorporated but old ones were rarely removed or dropped.
7
 By the end of the 

1860s there was an increasingly common idea about how a wedding should look in the 

United States. Throughout much of the nineteenth century white weddings still 

remained the preserve of the wealthy. Shelley Tobin discusses how the middle classes 
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began mirroring the finery worn by the upper classes in the second half of the 

nineteenth century. They replaced silk fabric with muslin and wool, old lace with tulle 

and net and also limited the number of attendants at the wedding.
8
 

 

Australians, including Chinese Australians, also incorporated the practices and dress 

associated with white weddings into their marriage ceremonies. There were all kinds of 

ways in which people could be married and some couples formed long-term 

relationships and did not formally marry at all.
9
 Marriage did not always involve a 

wedding ceremony but when it did, ceremonies might have been held at home, at the 

registry office or at a church. For some Chinese Australians, particularly those marrying 

non-Chinese partners, a church wedding meant being baptised first.
10

 The nature of 

ceremonies varied according to the participant's religion, social class and wealth of the 

couples' families. With many different kinds of immigrants in its population there were 

a range of wedding ceremonies held throughout Australia but Catholic and Protestant 

practices dominated. In mid-nineteenth-century Australia, although wedding events 

were celebrated they were more inclined to be plain than elaborate and wedding dresses 

tended to follow the fashions of the day.
11

 Most couples wore their 'Sunday best'.
12

  

 

White was an unusual choice for a wedding dress, particularly in the mid-nineteenth 

century because for most people the dress worn had to be suitable for daywear after the 

wedding. Without the trimmings of a white wedding - a veil, bouquet, white dress - it is 

very difficult to identify wedding photographs from this earlier period. This is 

illustrated by an early photograph of Thomas Ah Shin and Catherine Martin which may 

have been taken on their wedding day in 1857, although there is considerable 

uncertainty about the identification of this as a wedding photograph. Thomas Ah Shin is 
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seated holding a rolled umbrella and Catherine Martin stands in a dark two-piece fitted 

dress [Image 61]. The youthful appearance of the couple and their pose, which is typical 

of later white wedding portraits, suggests it may have been taken to commemorate their 

marriage.
13

 The style of their dress, though formal, was more in keeping with dress in 

the later decades of the nineteenth century than the late 1850s.
14

 According to the card 

mount, Chaffer photographic studio of 21 Central Arcade, George Street, Brickfield Hill 

in Sydney, New South Wales was the photographer. Not only was this a Sydney 

photographer and the couple were probably married in Victoria, but according to street 

directories this photographer was in business between 1888 and 1893, much later than 

1857 when the couple were married. It is possible this photographer made a copy of an 

earlier print after the creation of the original photograph and attached his card mount to 

it, but the style of their dress also suits this later era better.
15

 

 

No other Chinese-Australian wedding photographs have been identified that date before 

the 1890s. In addition to the difficulty identifying wedding photographs, there were not 

many marriages of Chinese Australians in those early decades. Chinese immigration, 

particularly in the early years, was overwhelmingly male, some of whom married before 

arrival or returned to China to marry. While data on Chinese-Australian marriages in 

Australia is unreliable,
 
Kate Bagnall's analysis of a sample of 397 mixed marriage 

records in New South Wales between 1855 and 1888 suggests only 329 marriages were 

registered up to 1879.
16

 Pauline Rule estimates that between 1855 and 1901 there were 

at least seven hundred marriages between Chinese men and European or Australian-

born women (including women of Chinese ancestry).
17

 Even if these figures under-

estimate the number of Chinese marriages in Australia they are still not large numbers 
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from which to expect surviving wedding photographs; particularly given the standard 

culling and destruction of family photographs over time, and the additional destruction 

of photographs as some descendants tried to conceal their Chinese ancestry.
18

  

 

Some of these early weddings might also have occurred without the approval of 

families, making it perhaps less appropriate to commemorate the event with a 

photograph. According to descendant Errol Lea-Scarlett, Quong Tart [Mei Guangda, 

梅光達] and Margaret Scarlet married in 1886 the day after Margaret's twenty-first 

birthday at a private home in Darlinghurst, Sydney.
19

 Dr Robert Steel officiated at the 

ceremony, with twenty friends present, including Sir Alfred Stephen, the Lieutenant-

Governor and his wife. Margaret's father, however, refused to attend and later disowned 

his daughter. Despite the large number of photographs taken of Quong Tart and his 

family (see Chapter 7) no evidence of wedding photographs has been located. A head-

and-shoulders etching of Margaret Scarlett in ordinary dress, perhaps based on a 

photograph, was used to accompany a report of the wedding in The Bulletin.
20

 An 

intimate portrait of them was taken c1895 nearly a decade after they married.
21

 

 

In addition to the above, and perhaps of more significance, was the fact that very few 

wedding photographs were taken of anyone in Australia prior to the 1870s. Historian 

Barbara Norfleet observes that of the thousands of extant portraits taken in the first 

thirty years of photography, although there are photographs of couples before their 

marriage, and also afterwards with children, photographs taken of the couple at the 

event of the marriage were very rare.
22

 Photographic wedding portraits were an intrinsic 

part, not of weddings generally, but of white weddings in particular.  

 

Photography was expensive and time-consuming in the early decades of its 

development, but more importantly, having a photograph taken to commemorate the 

wedding day was not a part of early Australian wedding rituals and may even have been 
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Image 61 - Thomas Ah Shin and Catherine Martin, taken by Chaffer studio, Central Arcade, 

George St, Sydney, New South Wales, c1850s-1890s.

(Fay Anderson collection (private): Ada Mahlook and Emily Lee Ack collection [D002412])

http://www.chia.chinesemuseum.com.au/objects/D002412.htm
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considered by some to be in 'bad taste'. Charles Wesley Lewis, as discussed by Carol 

Wallace, argues that photographing a respectable young girl in bridal gown amounted to 

putting her on display and might be considered the equivalent of earning a living from 

your looks or body.
23

 Queen Victoria's public wedding was also considered by some in 

the press at the time to be inappropriate.
24

 Attitudes to weddings and the accessibility of 

photography shifted in the latter part of the nineteenth century.  

 

The rise of wedding romanticism which emerged in the 1870s reached a pinnacle during 

the economic boom of the 1880s and coincided with a period when the middle classes 

began to want to publicly demonstrate their wealth and status.
25

 Photography was one of 

the ways to do this. Carol Wallace argues that in the United States the shift towards 

more public weddings was also the product of the reduced role played by families and 

the broader community in the selection of marriage partners, as individuals increasingly 

chose their own spouses.
26

 As families and communities no longer established a 

couple's partnership, it was more important that public sanction was provided as part of 

the wedding ritual. Queen Victoria's wedding again marked, and perhaps inspired, the 

beginning of more public wedding rituals, and her wedding also links white weddings to 

the early development of the white wedding to photography. Hers was the first royal 

wedding in which the bride travelled in view of the public to the church and she was the 

first member of the Royal family to be photographed in her wedding dress, albeit a few 

years later.
27

 The 'wedding' photograph of her and Prince Albert was taken only a few 

years after the first daguerreotypes were created in 1839. Queen Victoria and Prince 

Albert were founders of the first photographic society in England, both were keen 

patrons of photography and Queen Victoria made many of the portraits made of her 

available for general sale.
28

 In 1858 when her eldest daughter Princess Victoria married, 

a series of photographic portraits were also taken on her wedding day.
29
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Photographic technology and white weddings developed and spread through society 

concurrently. Each helped to reinforce the popularity of the other. Photography and 

white weddings were both elite activities prior to the 1880s. The development of gelatin 

dry-plate technology in the late 1870s and their wider adoption in the mid-1880s made 

photography easier and more accessible and also coincided with the emergence of 

detailed wedding descriptions in the popular press, and the spread of white weddings 

from the upper into the middle classes. The incorporation of photography into white 

wedding rituals reinforced the popularity of photography as an activity to memorialise 

significant family events. Weddings are still one of the few family events today which 

people consider important enough to pay a professional photographer to memorialise. 

 

Photography also enhanced the public nature of weddings and helped to promote the 

key features of the white wedding - white dress, veil and bouquet - in imagery that 

could then be emulated. The utilisation of photography to document weddings helped to 

shift weddings from private ceremonies in the home into the public spaces of churches, 

newspapers and the public arena. For example, the small carte-de-visite format 

photographs which opened photography to the middle classes in the 1860s also helped 

to publicise the notion of a white wedding as the primary way in which to be married. 

People pulled together albums of cartes de visite of family and friends but also 

purchased and swapped famous and infamous portraits. In 1863, when Charles 

Sherwood Statton (better known as Tom Thumb, a popular exhibit in P.T. Barnum's 

travelling displays) married another dwarf, Lavinia Warren, she wore white with a white 

veil. Their wedding was well publicised by P.T. Barnum and a number of carte- de-

visite wedding portraits were taken and sold widely as novelty items. These photographs 

reinforced the public nature of weddings and also the concept of the white wedding as a 

recognised symbol of marriage, despite the subjects of the photographs being 

curiosities.  

 

By the 1880s newspapers and journals devoted considerable space to reporting 

weddings, particularly society or high profile weddings. There were reports of Chinese-

Australian weddings prior to this period but they appear to have been published as much 
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for their novelty value rather than as straight reportage.
30

 Occasionally they were used 

as examples from which to moralise about mixed Chinese-white relationships, a tone 

not entirely absent in later years as well. This shifted in the 1880s. In May 1885, Agnes 

Kong Meng, eldest daughter of the successful and well-known Melbourne merchant and 

community leader, Lowe Kong Meng [Liu Guangming, 劉光明], married Charles 

Martin. The Bulletin in Sydney reported their wedding with a slight mocking tone on its 

'social page' but the article was subsequently reworked in the Hong Kong Daily Press in 

a more straightforward manner, illustrating the international interest their lavish 

wedding attracted.
31

 As a wedding gift Lowe Kong Meng provided the bride and groom 

with a house and property in the Melbourne suburb of Brighton and gave his daughter 

diamond jewellery. There was no mention of the wedding dress in the article. It is also 

not known whether wedding photographs were taken. If portraits were taken of the 

newlyweds, The Bulletin did not have access or permission to publish them. As with the 

published account of Quong and Margaret Tart's wedding discussed above, a head-and-

shoulders etched portrait of Agnes Kong Meng in ordinary dress accompanied the 

article. Similarly two standard studio portraits (taken by different photographers) rather 

than a wedding portrait, accompanied two newspaper reports of the wedding of James 

Fong Kam Yee [Fung Jinyi, 方錦衣], a Chinese missionary, to Annie Fuller, a member 

of the Central Methodist Sisterhood, who had worked with her future husband for over 

twenty years.
32

 By the turn of the century, Chinese-Australian wedding photographs 

published in newspapers were much more common. In 1908, for example, The 

Bendigonian published a captioned wedding photograph, without an accompanying 

article, of George Fooke and his bride Ruby Appoo in white wedding dress, with three 

flower girls and the rest of the wedding party.
33

 

 

From the 1890s it is possible to track changing wedding dress, particularly of the bride, 

and photographic styles of wedding photography through Chinese-Australian wedding 

                                                 

30
 For example: Argus, 16 October 1867; Bendigo Advertiser, 6 October 1857; 24 October (Chinese-style 

wedding); 30 March 1868 (Western-style); 12 January 1888. Bathurst Free Press and Mining Journal, 21 

October 1857; 31 March 1858.  
31

 The Bulletin (Sydney), 30 May 1885. Daily Press (Hong Kong), 7 July 1885. Thanks to Mei-fen Kuo 

for drawing my attention to these articles. 
32

 Chinese Australian Herald, 17 September 1897. The Bulletin, 18 September 1897. [D002674, 

D002675] Thanks to Mei-fen Kuo for drawing these two articles to my attention. 
33

 The Bendigonian, 11 August 1908 [D002652]. Thanks to Amanda Rasmussen for drawing this article 

to my attention. 
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photographs. By the 1890s wedding photographs had also become a much more 

common part of the wedding ceremony in Australia and from the 1880s the wedding 

dress had started to become a luxury item which no longer necessarily followed the 

fashions of the day or had a subsequent use.
34

 In June 1895, Henry Fine Chong [Zheng 

Fanchang, 郑番昌] who was born in China married Australian-born Lily Ah Poo in St 

John's Church, Parramatta, Sydney.
35

 Their wedding was reported in standard terms in 

Sydney's Daily Telegraph, the local Cumberland Argus and a third unidentified 

newspaper.
36

 According to the Cumberland Argus report, the bride  

 

…wore a trained dress of white China silk, with large sleeves and puffed 

yoke of white satin, deep lace falling from the shoulders, with spray of 

orange blossom across the front of bodice. Full wreath of orange 

blossom and long tulle veil embroidered in each corner with white silk, 

fastened to the hair with pearls; shower bouquet of white camellias and 

ferns. 

 

The couple also posed for photographic portraits in both their wedding clothes and their 

travelling dress, although neither of these accompanied the newspaper reports of the 

wedding.  

 

Henry and Lily's wedding portrait was typical of 1890s Australian white wedding 

portraiture [Image 62].
37

 The wedding and going away portraits were probably taken at 

the same sitting, perhaps some time after the day of the wedding but were intended to 

memorialise the wedding day.
38

 The couple pose in the standard way for wedding 

portraits in the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries - Henry is seated while Lily 

stands to show her dress to best effect with her hand resting gently on his shoulder. She 

                                                 

34
 Tobin, Marriage a la Mode, p.66. 

35
 Henry Fine Chong was born in 'Oom-Shik', Shiqi [石岐, Shekki in Cantonese also Shakee], in 1870. 

Lily Ah Poo was born in Milton, New South Wales to China-born Guoc Ah Poo and Sydney-born Emma 

Ann Lowe. SLNSW: Brad Powe family collection, ML MAV/FM/10576. Birth/Death Records and 

Marriage Records Historical Indexes, Birth/Death Records Historical Index, NSW Registry of Births, 

Deaths and Marriages, Attorney General's Department of NSW, http://www.bdm.nsw.gov.au/ 

familyHistory/search.htm, accessed 9 Jan-uary 2008. For further information about the Ah Poo family see 

also Robyn Florance, The Chinese in Shoalhaven, Nowra, NSW, Shaolhaven Historical Society Inc., 

2004, p.24. 
36

 SLNSW: Brad Powe family collection, ML MAV/FM/10576, 24-30. 
37

 For an example of a wedding photograph similar to Henry Fine Chong and Lily Ah Poo's see the 

portrait of Stephen and Emily Davis taken in Ipswich, Queensland in 1899. SLQ: Donated by F. A. 

Whitehead, 'Wedding photograph of Stephen and Emily Davis', image number 194633, http://enc. 

slq.qld.gov.au/slq/neg/research/194000/194633r.jpg, accessed 5 February 2008. 
38

 Tobin, Marriage a la Mode, p.47. 
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carries a bouquet of flowers rather than the tight nosegay of flowers that was 

fashionable in the 1870s. From the 1880s the wedding dress had become a 'special' 

dress and, like Lily's, was generally made from white silk.
39

 It is difficult to make out 

the details of Lily's dress, which are over-exposed in the photograph, but from the 

written description, and what can be seen of it, it appears typical of 1890s wedding 

fashion. The collars of both Lily's wedding dress and her travelling clothes rise high on 

the neck, the shoulders of the dresses are broadened in the typical leg-of-mutton or gigot 

sleeve and the boned bodice fits tightly into the waist. According to fashion historian 

Lenore Frost, the head of the sleeve of women's dress became noticeable in the early 

1890s and by 1893 had expanded to the gigot shape which reached its maximum size 

between 1895 and 1897, when this photograph was taken.
40

 

 

While there are only a few examples of Chinese-Australian wedding photographs in the 

1890s, this had changed by the 1900s as the popularity of both white weddings and 

photography dramatically increased in Australia.
41

 The expansion of the popular press, 

department stores, advertising and the development and growth of a consumer culture in 

the early decades of the twentieth century led to the commercialisation and 

professionalisation of weddings.
42

 The typical Edwardian dress of the 1900s wedding 

was ivory or creamy white satin with a trained skirt and a bodice higher than the natural 

waistline, with a high stand-up collar; the hair was worn piled high on the head and 

bouquets for brides and attendants reached 'luxurious proportions'.
43

 This can be seen in 

the wedding portraits of Charles Quon Senior and Violet Geechuon, taken c1905, and 

also Judges Chun Kay and Lydia Chi, c1902 [Image 63].
44

 Again the bride stands 

beside a seated groom, often without touching him due to the large bouquet being held. 

Head-and-shoulders wedding portraits also became popular in the pre-war period, as 

                                                 

39
 Frost, Dating Family Photos 1850-1920, p.109. 

40
 Clark, Hatches, Matches and Dispatches, p.11. Frost, Dating Family Photos 1850-1920, p.70.  

41
 The photographs of Henry Fine Chong and Lily Ah Poo's wedding and the possible wedding 

photograph of Y.S.W. Way Lee and Annie Macdonald are the only photographs found that date from the 

1890s whereas at least nine photographs were found that date from the 1900-1910 period. 
42

 Tobin, Marriage a la Mode, p.27. See also Chrys Ingraham on the consumerism of weddings in the 

twentieth century American culture. Chrys Ingraham, White Wedding: Romancing Heterosexuality in 

Popular Culture, New York, Routledge, 1999.  
43

 Tobin, Marriage a la Mode, pp.66, 70. 
44

 MCAH: Daisy Quon collection, DQ023/NM066/P00798 [D000937]. For a similar to the portrait taken 

of the non-Chinese couple see: SLQ: 'Wedding portrait of the Bottger family', image number 168226, 

http://enc.slq.qld.gov.au/slq/neg/research/168000/168226r.jpg, accessed 5 February 2008. 
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was the case in Percy Esmore and Ive Elizabeth Ling's portrait taken in February 

1909.
45

 Photographs with bride, groom and wedding party gained popularity and with 

the improvement of photographic technology and the growth of commercial 

photography, garden and outdoor wedding photographs were much more common and 

not just confined to the elite. Charles Wong Hee and Tutoy Chinn, and the double 

wedding of Richard Moy to Annie Lepp and Archibald Legoon to Rosanna Lepp, with 

their respective wedding parties, had their wedding photographs taken in an outdoor 

setting.
46

 Tutoy Chinn, one of the members of her bridal party, Ada Mahlook's 

bridesmaids, and the bridesmaids of Lim On's wife, all wore large frilly hats that were 

popular at the time.
47

 Some bridesmaids also carried ornate shepherds' crooks.
48

  

 

The nature of weddings and wedding dress changed with the onset of World War I. 

Brides in England for example, were encouraged to dress well to boost war morale but 

the introduction of rationing and tightened economic circumstances changed this and 

the wedding dress virtually disappeared.
49

 Frivolity came to be considered 

inappropriate. Some grooms married and had their wedding portraits taken in their 

military uniforms as did their groomsmen.
50

 In the 1910s wedding dresses were straight 

or tubular in shape, often with a tunic overskirt which gave a layered effect. They were 

also worn shorter with the hem sitting just above the ankle or at mid-calf length.
51

 A 

number of photographs of Chinese-Australian brides from this period show them 

wearing wedding dresses just above the ankle and Eloise Sam wore a knee-length 

                                                 

45
 GDM: Wong Ling collection, MF0851 [D002852]. This print has been beautifully colour-tinted and 

printed onto a convex surface for framing. 
46

 MCAH: Frank Chinn collection, P00614 [D000742]. GDM: General collection, MF0584.  
47

 Frank Shum and Ada Mahlook, Victoria, 1910, MCAH: Fay Anderson collection, P00829 [D001080]. 

MCAH: Frank Chinn collection, FC051 [D000988] and P00614 [D000742]. A similar, although less 

picturesque example of an outdoor wedding photograph is that of Frederick Schurmann and Martha 

Kelm, Sheep Hill, Victoria, c1905. Museum Victoria: Biggest Family Album, MM007692, 

http://museumvictoria.com.au/bfa/database.htm, accessed 5 February 2008. 
48

 MCAH: Frank Chinn collection, FC051 [D000988]. For an example of the use of crooks by 

bridesmaids in a non-Chinese wedding see the unidentified wedding group, c1910. SLSA: costume 

collection, B48126, http://images.slsa.sa.gov.au/mpcimg/48250/B48126.htm, accessed 15 April 2009. 
49

 Tobin, Marriage a la Mode, pp.79-80. Janice Mee and Irina Safronova, 'An historic perspective of 

English and Soviet bridal wear between 1917 and 1960', in Helen Bradley Foster and Donald Clay 

Johnson (eds.), Wedding Dress Across Cultures, Oxford, Berg, 2003, p.149. 
50

 Myra Dale collection (private): Wedding portrait of Francis George Mills and Queenie Ellen Sing 

[D003866]. The groom and two groomsmen in the portrait wear their military uniforms. 
51

 Frost, Dating Family Photos 1850-1920, pp.81, 110. 



Image 63 - Judges Chun Kay and Lydia Chi in wedding dress, taken by Tesla Studio, Queen 

Victoria Building, George St, Sydney, New South Wales, c.1902.

(Elaine Herrington collection (Private) [D002852])

http://www.chia.chinesemuseum.com.au/objects/D002852.htm
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dress.
52

 The tunic overskirt can be seen on the wedding dresses of Maud Whay in 1919 

and Florence Chong photographed in 1916 [Image 64].
53

 Light-coloured stockings had 

also become fashionable by 1914 and were worn by both brides and female members of 

the wedding party.
54

 Maud Whay and Violet Lee Wah and their matrons-of-honour 

wore lighter-coloured stockings, as did Eloise Sam.
55

 Veils tended to be pinned so that 

the hair wreath could be seen, rather than covering it as was the case in earlier 

twentieth-century weddings. Maud Whay, Violet Lee Wah, Florence Chong and Alberta 

Mahlook all set their veils in this way.
56

 

 

In the 1920s shorter hemlines and white stockings continued to be popular. Hems of 

dresses during this period were often scalloped or ended in handkerchief points.
57

 

Scalloped hems are seen in the matching bridesmaid dresses in Ye Yuezu [葉悅祖] and 

Li Yueming's [黎月明] wedding photograph which was published in the Tung Wah 

Times in 1922 [Image 65]. The attachment of a silk horseshoe to the wedding dress for 

luck also seems to have been popular at this time as they were worn by Ruby Whay, 

Fanny Louey and Mavis Young in their wedding portraits.
58

 Wedding portraits, such as 

that of George Tizzard and Ruby Whay's wedding party, show bridesmaids and matrons 

of honour in 'flapper'-style dresses.
59

 It was also fashionable to have very young 

bridesmaids picturesquely dressed. Ye Yuezu and Li Yueming, mentioned above, and 

                                                 

52
 Robyn Ansell collection (private), RA058, RA059 [D002774, D002775]. Centre for Gippsland Studies 

Picture Collection: BU002 [D003269]. Shirley Millard collection (private): SM073 [D002659]. Fay 

Anderson collection (private): FA0005 [D002401]. 
53

 Robyn Ansell collection (private): RA058 and RA059 [D002774 and D002775]. Centre for Gippsland 

Studies Picture Collection: BU002 [D003269]. 
54

 Frost notes that light-coloured stockings became fashionable in Australia by 1914, though not 

necessarily in relation to wedding dress. Frost, Dating Family Photos 1850-1920, p.82. 
55

 Robyn Ansell collection (private): RA058 and RA059 [D002774 and D002775]. Lee Wah family 

collection (private): Lee05 [D001515].SLV: Ah Yee family collection, LTA 801, f.32. 
56

 Robyn Ansell collection (private): RA058 and RA059 [D002774 and D002775]. Lee Wah family 

collection (private): Lee05 [D001515]. Monash University (Centre for Gippsland Studies): Chong family 

collection, BU002 [D003269]. Fay Anderson collection (private): FA0005 [D002401].  
57

 Tobin, Marriage a la Mode, p.88. 
58

 Robyn Ansell collection (private): RA060 [D002776]. GDM: Jack collection, MF1173. SLV: Ah Yee 

family collection, 1900-1983, LTA 801, f.17. Rowena Clark notes that good luck charms such as 

horsehoes were introduced in the early twentieth century. Clark, Hatches, Matches and Dispatches, p.48. 
59

 Robyn Ansell collection (private): RA060 [D002776]. 
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Luo Wexin [羅維?
60

] and Ye Meigui [葉玫瑰], both well-connected Chinese Australians 

in Sydney, had five bridesmaids in matching dresses and hats, some very young.
61

 

 

By the 1930s the concept of the white wedding had become much more fixed and the 

dress worn increasingly departed from contemporary daywear.
62

 Wedding dresses from 

the mid-1930s onwards were influenced by the glamorous evening dresses worn by 

Hollywood film stars.
63

 They were typically made from fluid, slippery, high sheen 

fabrics such as silk and rayon satins and were in ivory, cream, pinkish-white and pale 

blue-white tones.
64

 A long flowing dress such as this was worn by Sylvia Chew in her 

wedding portrait with Roy Lee Dow and bridal party; Iris Kay's dress was also of a silky 

fabric in her photograph with Thomas Daniells; and Jessie Wong Home wore a flowing 

satin gown in her delicately colour-tinted wedding portrait with husband Joe Mah and 

their bridal party [Image 66].
65

 This style of dress continued to be popular in Chinese-

Australian weddings until well into the 1940s.
66

 At the end of the 1930s and into the 

1940s there was also a revival of nineteenth-century dress, with high necklines, stand-

up collars and padded shoulders.
67

 The puffed sleeves and high neckline of Leslie Lee's 

bride, Amy, suggests she was influenced by this revival [Image 67].
68

  

 

The brides and grooms in twentieth-century white wedding photographs came from a 

wide range of ethnic backgrounds. Harry (Tung Chow) Chinn was born in Tasmania to 

parents who were both born in China. His Jewish wife, Florence Winch, born in 

                                                 

60
 Third character is unclear on copy of this article held. Pinyin for name obtained from Tung Wah 

Newspaper Index, Chinese Australia website, http://www.chaf.lib.latrobe.edu.au/tungwah.htm, accessed 

14 August 2009. 
61

 Ye Yuezu's father was the President of the New South Wales Chinese Chamber of Commerce. Tung 

Wah Times, 28 January 1922 [D002676]. Luo Weixin and his bride Ye Meigui were both children of 

prominent Chinese businessmen. Tung Wah Times, 17 February 1923 [D002678]. Thanks to Mei-fen Kuo 

for translations of captions of these photographs. 
62

 Clark, Hatches, Matches and Dispatches, p.12. 
63

 Tobin, Marriage a la Mode, p.98. 
64

 Tobin, Marriage a la Mode, pp.98, 102. 
65

 MCAH: Frank Chinn collection, [D000954]. Elaine Herrington (private): 'IrisandThomas' [D002853]. 

Marina Mar collection (private): 0051_20101 [D003132]. 
66

 MCAH: Frank Chinn collection, FC063 and FC011 [D000998 and D000949]. NTL: PH0553/0061 

[D002696]. 
67

 Tobin, Marriage a la Mode, p.102. 
68

 MCAH: Selina Hassan collection, P00898 SH029 DJG19 [D001108] 
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Image 66 – Colour-tinted black and white photograph of Jessie Wong Home and Joe Mah with 

bridal party, taken by unidentified photographer probably in New South Wales, c1937.

(Marina Ma collection (private): 0051_20101 [D003132])

http://www.chia.chinesemuseum.com.au/objects/D003132.htm


  



Image 67 - Leslie and Amy Lee in bridal dress, taken by unidentified photographer, c1940s.

(MCAH: Selina Hassan collection, P00898 SH029 DJG19 [D001108])

http://www.chia.chinesemuseum.com.au/objects/D001108.htm
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England, wore white when they married in Sydney in 1915.
69

 As Chinese immigration 

was further reduced in the twentieth century, wedding photographs were increasingly 

taken of non-Chinese to spouses born in China or born in Australia to Chinese parents. 

There were, however, also examples where both the bride and groom had Chinese 

ancestry. Bendigo-born Violet Geechoun, whose parents were both born in China, 

married Charles Quon Senior, who arrived in Australia from China as a young man, in a 

white wedding dress, even though theirs was an arranged marriage.
70

 The lack of 

Chinese-born brides who had white wedding photographs taken is perhaps the product 

of lower numbers of Chinese women immigrating to Australia, although it has also been 

observed that women tend to be the bearers and transmitters of national traditions, 

particularly in relation to dress. More detailed research is still needed into this issue.
71

 It 

has also been beyond the scope of this chapter to investigate the socio-economic and 

religious backgrounds of couples who chose to have white weddings. 

 

While white weddings may have become pervasive within Australian culture, they were 

not the only set of wedding customs practiced. Even with the expansion of the white 

wedding from the upper classes through into the middle classes in the latter decades of 

the nineteenth century, not everyone chose to wear white.
72

 Widows, for example, wore 

a half-mourning colour such as grey, mauve or lilac and, on rare occasions, full black.
73

 

In 1888 the Bendigo Advertiser reported that an English bride of 'buxom appearance' 

dressed in 'lavender satin with orthodox veil and orange blossoms' when she married her 

Chinese-born groom. For the practically-minded bride, white was difficult to clean, did 

not last well and was very formal. Also, by wearing white the late nineteenth-century 

bride lost the opportunity to wear some of the new coloured fabrics that had just been 

invented.
74

  

 

                                                 

69
 MCAH: Frank Chinn collection, P00776, FC013 [D000951]. Birth/Death Records and Marriage 

Records Historical Indexes, NSW Registry of Births, Deaths and Marriages, Attorney General's 

Department of NSW, http://www.bdm.nsw.gov.au/familyHistory/search.htm, accessed 9 January 2008. 
70

 MCAH: Daisy Quon collection, DQ023/NM066, P00798 [D000937]. Paul Macgregor, 'Dreams of jade 

and gold: Chinese families in Australia's history', in Anna Epstein (ed.), The Australian Family: Images 

and Essays, Melbourne, Vic, Scribe Publications, 1998, p.33. 
71

 Antonia Finnane, 'What should Chinese women wear? A national problem', in Antonia Finnane and 

Anne E. McLaren (eds.), Dress, Sex and Text in Chinese Culture, Melbourne, Vic, Monash Asia Institute, 

1999, p.5. 
72

 Wallace, All Dressed in White, p.38.  
73

 Tobin, Marriage a la Mode, pp.10, 49. 
74

 Wallace, All Dressed in White, p.38. Clark, Hatches, Matches and Dispatches, p.11. 
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Accounts such as Ernestine Hill's, described at the beginning of the chapter, and other 

earlier newspaper articles, demonstrate that Chinese Australians also married in 

Australia in ceremonies that drew on wedding rituals common in nineteenth and early 

twentieth-century Han China.
75

 The existence of family stories and of wedding dresses 

in museum and private collections across Australia, add further testimony to these 

accounts.
76

 The absence of extended family networks and ancestor shrines meant that it 

was necessary to modify these ceremonies to suit Australian conditions. William Ah 

Chow of Warrnambool, for example, married Martha Hammond of Panmure at the See 

Yup [Siyi, 四邑] temple in South Melbourne in 1875, presumably in a ceremony that 

allowed them to pay respects to Ah Chow's ancestors.
77

  

 

Some couples also chose to have two wedding ceremonies. Charlie Lee Wong Sow and 

Nellie Winslow married in a 'Chinese ceremony' in 1906 and four years later decided to 

marry 'legally'.
78

 Another report on the Chinese wedding of an unidentified couple in 

Melbourne in 1913 also noted that the couple took part in two wedding ceremonies. 

China-born Y.S.W. Way Lee [Yet Soo War Way Lee, Ye Xiuhua, 葉繡華] and South 

Australian-born Annie McDonald also had two wedding ceremonies, a ceremony 'in 

accordance with Chinese rites' around 1890 and a 'civil ceremony' on 14 October 

1902.
79

 A photograph of the couple was taken in the early 1890s shortly after their 

Chinese ceremony but it does not mark the ceremony. This portrait is similar to the 

portrait of Quong and Margaret Tart discussed above. Both couples wear western-style 

dress and their poses are informal and relaxed, even though the portrait of the Way Lees 

                                                 

75
 For example: Bendigo Advertiser, 24 October 1864 and 4 June 1866; 'Topics of the day: Light on a 

Chinese wedding', Herald, 6 November 1913. Undated newspaper article published post-1905 about Eva 

Loo Sick's wedding at the Oxley Museum. 'Object: Wedding clothes', People and Collections, Golden 

Threads, http://archive.amol.org.au/goldenthreads/collections/recordCObject.asp?ID=503, accessed 11 

September 2009. 
76

 For example held in the following collections: MCAH, GDM, Oxley Museum, Braidwood and District 

Historical Society, Queanbean and District Historical Society and autobiographical account Young, 

Stanley, 'The engagement and wedding of Stanley and Grace Young', Kwan Clan and Kwong Sing 

Stories, Golden Threads, http://archive.amol.org.au/goldenthreads/downloads/wedding.pdf, accessed 14 

August 2009. See also 'Object: Wedding clothes', People and Collections, Golden Threads, http:// 

archive.amol.org.au/goldenthreads/collections/recordCObject.asp?ID=503, accessed 11 September 2009. 
77

 Warrnambool Standard, 17 September 1875. Article courtesy of Geoff Artso. 
78

 Sophie Couchman, '"Oh I would like to see Maggie Moore again!": Selected women of Melbourne's 

Chinatown', in Sophie Couchman, John Fitzgerald and Paul Macgregor (eds.), After the Rush: Regulation, 

Participation, and Chinese Communities in Australia 1860-1940, special edition of Otherland, 

Melbourne, Vic, Otherland Press, 2004, p.184.  
79

 Email communication, Trish Jamison, 5 December 2004. Yet Sue War Way Lee family collection 

(private).  
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appears to have been taken at a studio. This hints at a separate genre of romantic 

photographs of couples taken after they were married. 

 

Not all Chinese Australians chose to marry and therefore be photographed in Australia. 

Many either returned to their home villages, or used their family's social networks in 

Guangdong and Hong Kong to find prospective Chinese marriage partners. Historian 

Kate Bagnall has found evidence that some Chinese-Australian men were married to 

women in China through the use of proxies.
80

 Photographs of available brides were also 

sometimes deployed to assist families and prospective grooms find suitable wives in 

China. According to family lore, Que O'Hoy who settled in Bendigo in Victoria selected 

his second wife from a photograph album of prospective brides and married her in 

absentia.
81

 This was also noted by 'Arthur' (born 1903) who was interviewed by Rosetta 

Sung on 18 January 1984. He is quoted as saying: 'They bring out the photographs, 

young girls, teenagers and show you … Six months I'm back there [in southern China], 

still can't get me married and every day, I come back, go out, every day, dozens of 

photos there, different ones.'
82

  

 

As in Australia and other European countries, photography does not seem to have been 

commonly employed to commemorate traditional Qing dynasty weddings in China, 

with the exception of brides and grooms photographed by foreigners for ethnographic 

and semi-ethnographic purposes.
83

 There is a little evidence, however, to suggest that 

there was a tradition in the late nineteenth and early twentieth century of photographing 

just the bride in her wedding dress.
84

 Further research is required to determine whether 

this was a particular feature of Chinese families with branches of the family overseas or 

whether it was more widely practiced by families in China. A portrait of Maggie Leong 

                                                 

80
 Bagnall, Golden Shadows on a White Land, 2006, p.225-226. 

81
 Amanda Rasmussen, The Chinese in Nation and Community, 1870s-1920s, PhD, Asian Studies, La 

Trobe University (under examination), p.36. 
82

 SLNSW: Rosetta Sung, 'Australian Chinese: A collection of personal histories and family photographs 

from descendants of earlier Chinese settlers to New South Wales', MSS 5617.  
83

 For example see: Institute d'Asie Orientale and University of Michigan (Centre for Chinese Studies): 

Virtual Shanghai: Shanghai Urban Space in Time, image ID 14859, 'Bride and groom', http:// 

virtualshanghai.ish-lyon.cnrs.fr/Image.php?ID=14859, accessed 11 January 2008. 'Sedan chair for 

wedding procession' in Sang Cen, Old Fashions of Guangzhou, Beijing, People's Fine Arts Publishing 

House, 1996, p.112. MCAH: Collis collection, 35-39. Two nineteenth-century photographs of a bride and 

groom (one a Manchu bride and the other a Cantonese bride) published in Valerie M. Garrett, Chinese 

Clothing: An Illustrated Guide, Hong Kong, OUP, 1998, p.133. 
84

 A late nineteenth-century example of this has also been sighted but for privacy reasons cannot be 

discussed in this thesis. 
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Hong taken in 1927 some time before the birth of her first child has a caption that reads, 

'Maggie Leong Hong, as a seventeen-year-old bride when she arrived in Australia' 

[Image 68].
85

 This portrait is believed to have been taken on Maggie's wedding day, 

probably in China or Hong Kong. In addition to the caption which indicates Maggie 

Leong Hong was already married when she arrived in Australia, the presence of a wide-

mouthed vase at the sitter's feet and water pipe in the studio suggests this was not taken 

in an Australian studio. Both these items have been linked to studio photography in 

Hong Kong and China.
86

  

 

The photograph of Maggie Leong Hong seems to have been taken shortly before her 

arrival to Australia and so marks the actual, rather than ceremonial moment, when she 

joined her husband's family. Rather than being taken to memorialise the wedding itself, 

this photographic portrait may have been one of the photographs of prospective brides 

used to entice the interest of single men. It also perhaps marked the change in the 

identity of the young woman, from a daughter belonging to her parents' household to 

that of wife, now a part of her husband's family. It is also possible that this photograph 

is unrelated to the marriage and is simple a photograph of Maggie Leong Hong, a young 

married woman wearing her best dress for a portrait, which happened to be the same 

dress she wore when she married. 

 

If this photograph shows Maggie Leong Hong in her wedding dress c1927, it helps to 

show how wedding dress in China changed over time. According to Valery Garrett 

brides in the Qing dynasty China generally wore a red embroidered jacket [mang ao, 忙

澳] with a hooped belt [chao dai, 朝帶], although some Cantonese brides wore a plain 

red silk or if they were less wealthy, a cotton jacket.
87

 The jacket was worn over a 

dragon skirt [mang qun, 蟒裙] which was a pleated skirt with panels at the front and 

                                                 

85
 Diana Giese, Astronauts, Lost Souls and Dragons: Voices of Today's Chinese Australian in 

Conversation with Diana Giese, Brisbane, Qld, UQP, 1997, p.145. [D003315].  
86

 Régine Thiriez, 'Photography and portraiture in nineteenth-century China', East Asian History, vol. 

17/18, (1999), p.83. 
87

 Garrett, Chinese Clothing, pp.133-134. For an example of photographs of brides and grooms wearing 

dress that more closely fits the profile outlined by Garrett see 'A marriage ceremony' which shows a 

wedding in San Francisco at an unknown date and 'Bride and Groom'. University of California (The 

Bancroft Library): Roy D Graves pictorial collection: Chinese and Chinatown, 'A marriage ceremony', 

BANC PIC 1905.17500 v.29:105—ALB. Institute d'Asie Orientale and University of Michigan (Centre 

for Chinese Studies): Virtual Shanghai: Shanghai Urban Space in Time, image ID 14859, 'Bride and 

groom', http://virtualshanghai.ish-lyon.cnrs.fr/Image.php?ID=14859, accessed 11 January 2008. 



Image 68 - 'Maggie Leong Hong, as a seventeen-year-old bride when she arrived in Australia', 

c1927, as reproduced in Diana Giese's Astronauts, Lost Souls and Dragons.

(Courtesy George Tung Yup and first published in Diana Giese, Astronauts, Lost Souls and  

Dragons: Voices of Today's Chinese Australian in Conversation with Diana Giese, St Lucia, 

Queensland, University of Queensland Press, 1997, p.145 [D003315])

http://www.chia.chinesemuseum.com.au/objects/D003315.htm
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back decorated with phoenixes. The bride also wore a headdress which was an imitation 

phoenix crown from the Ming dynasty of gilded silver, inlaid with kingfisher feather 

and pearls, with strings of pearls hanging from the front to cover the face. The hair 

around the bride's forehead was plucked in the kai mian [揩面] style of a married 

woman. A ring was commonly given to the bride on her engagement and then marriage 

and was traditionally worn on the middle finger.
88

 Even during the Qing dynasty there 

was variation in the wedding dress worn. For example Eva Loo Sick's Chinese-style 

wedding dress, worn when she was married in 1905 in Australia, or perhaps Hong Kong 

or China, was described in an undated newspaper article as an outfit 'in three pieces - 

pants of blue and black; an overskirt which is pleated and bordered with cream and pink 

satin braid and pink piping; a jacket of pink brocade with black insets and trimming. 

The material is silk brocade'.
89

 This appears typical of formal Qing dynasty Han dress. 

 

Maggie Leong Hong's dress is typical of 1920s fashion in China - a light-coloured, 

fitted, knee-length jacket [ao, 澳] with long, fitted sleeves, a simple striped trim and that 

buttoned across the shoulder with large knotted buttons [huaniu, 花纽]. She wore it with 

similarly-decorated pale trousers [ku, 裤] and cloth shoes on her unbound feet. Her hair 

is pulled back and she wears a neatly trimmed fringe, popularised by female students in 

the 1910s.
90

 The rings on her fingers have been touched up with gold paint so that they 

are prominently displayed on her right-hand ring finger. In his doctoral thesis Michael 

Williams mentions that married women who remained behind in China were referred to 

as 'Gold Mountain women' and could often be identified by their habit of wearing gold 

jewellery. This touching up of gold jewellery in the portrait might be part of marking 

and celebrating this status as the wife of a 'Gold Mountain' man in Australia.
91

  

 

Two photographs taken in the 1910s illustrate the nature of wedding dress at this time in 

China. One photograph, discussed by Amanda Rasmussen in her doctoral thesis, of Que 

O'Hoy and Poon Suey Gook is believed to have been taken in Hong Kong around 1912 

                                                 

88
 Arthur P Wolf and Chieh-shan Huang, Marriage and Adoption in China, 1845-1945, Stanford, 

California, Stanford University Press, 1980, p.73.  
89

 'Wedding dress', People & Collections, Golden Threads, http://archive.amol.org.au/goldenthreads/ 

collections/recordCObject.asp?ID=503, accessed 11 September 2009. 
90

 Finnane, Changing Clothes in China, p.87. 
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 Michael Williams, Destination Qiaoxiang: Pearl River Delta Villages and Pacific Ports, 1849-1949, 

PhD, University of Hong Kong, 2002, 2002, p.75. 
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and perhaps provides an example of wedding dress at this time in China.
92

 The 

photograph is believed to have been taken when the couple met for the first time (they 

were married in absentia some time before this). The couple pose in the typical wedding 

pose with Que O'Hoy seated and Poon Suey Gook standing beside him. Poon Suey 

Gook wears a matching light-coloured jacket and trousers ensemble. It is similar to 

Maggie Leong Hong's, except that there was no trim on the jacket and trousers and the 

jacket had a particularly high decorated collar, that was the height of fashion in the early 

1910s, and the bottom of the jacket was less fitted. Rings were also prominently 

displayed on her middle and ring fingers. Que O'Hoy wore a matching dark three-piece 

suit with watch chain. When Henry Fay and Ruby Wong Chee, both born in Sydney, 

were married in Shiqi [石岐, Shekki in Cantonese, also Shakee], China, in 1916 they 

also had a wedding portrait taken.
93

 The couple posed with linked arms. Harry Fay wore 

a light-coloured suit and tie with a wing-collar shirt. Ruby Wong Chee wore a light-

coloured ensemble very similar Poon Suey Gook's, although her jacket was a little 

looser-fitting and shorter and was worn with a loose-fitting light-coloured skirt, rather 

than trousers. She also wore rings on many fingers, including her ring finger, and a 

necklace and fashionable wristwatch.  

 

By the late 1920s, wedding fashions in China had continued to change. A photograph of 

Stanley Young and his bride, Grace Mew Long, shows them standing on either side of 

Stanley's mother, also called Grace, who is seated [Image 69]. Stanley Young was born 

in New South Wales and married in Shiqi [石岐, Shekki in Cantonese also Shakee], 

Zhongshan in southern China with a wedding reception at the International Hotel in 

West Point, a 'fashionable area of Hong Kong at that time'.
94

 According to their son, 

Harvey Young, the photograph was taken 'at the time of their wedding in 1927', perhaps 

                                                 

92
 Rasmussen, The Chinese in Nation and Community, 1870s-1920s (under examination), pp.37-38. 

93
 Janis Wilton captions this photograph and another showing the couple in western dress as taken 'at the 

time of their marriage in 1916'. Janis Wilton, Golden Threads: The Chinese in Regional New South Wales 

1850-1950, Armidale, New England Regional Art Gallery in association with Powerhouse Publishing, 
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1916. Joel Gould in his commemorative publication on the Hong Yuen store run by Harry Fay describes 

this second photograph as being taken 'in 1918 at the time of his becoming director of Hong Yuen'. Joel 

Gould, Hong Yuen's: A Century of Service 1899-1999, Inverell, NSW, Regional Publishers, 1999, p.22. 

[D002667] 
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 Stanley Young, 'The engagement and wedding of Stanley and Grace Young', Kwan Clan and Kwong 

Sing Stories, Golden Threads, http://archive.amol.org.au/goldenthreads/downloads/wedding.pdf, accessed 

7 September 2009 [D002970] 



Image 69 - Wedding portrait of Grace Mew Long and Stanley Young with Grace (Stanley's 

mother), taken by unidentified photographer probably in Hong Kong, c1927.

(Stanley Young family collection (private) [D002870])

http://www.chia.chinesemuseum.com.au/objects/D002870.htm
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in Hong Kong. Grace Mew Loong wears a dark-coloured (possibly red) embroidered 

satin jacket that opens down the front with matching skirt, both decorated with flowers 

and perhaps birds and other motifs. The jacket has wide sleeves and the skirt a panel 

and pleats and is reminiscent of a modern interpretation of traditional Qing dynasty Han 

wedding dress. Her feet are unbound and she appears to wear a strapped shoe popular in 

the 1920s. Stanley's mother dress matches her new daughter-in-law's and Stanley wears 

a pale-coloured matching three-piece suit and tie. The suit was one of a number of 

choices of male dress in China. This is seen in a different studio portrait of Chin Loong 

Pak of Darwin with his new wife, Lily Tuey Gook Ching, taken slightly later in the 

1930s, probably in Hong Kong or China.
95

 Lily wears an embroidered skirt and jacket 

similar to that of Grace Young, but Chin Loong Pak wears a long light-coloured robe 

[changpao, 长袍] also popular for men in China at this time. 

 

As in European countries, weddings themselves also started to be viewed differently 

from the early twentieth century, particularly in the major cities such as Shanghai, 

Guangzhou (Canton) and Hong Kong. New wedding rituals, called 'civilised' [wenming, 

文明] weddings, that sometimes drew on features of white weddings, began taking 

place in the first two decades of the twentieth century, probably earlier in Hong Kong. 

They were part of a period of social experimentation to modernise China by reformers 

such as Kang Youwei [康有為] and Liang Qichao [梁啟超] and their supporters. 

According to Finnane:  

 

The civilised wedding was designed to be looked at differently. The 

bride's face was displayed rather than veiled, the couple travelled 

together in an open vehicle, and wedding photographs were a standard 

feature of the ceremony.
96

  

 

Just as photography was part of the more public nature of weddings in the form of white 

weddings, so too these new more public weddings in China were also photographed and 

                                                 

95
 Northern Territory Chinese Museum: Ernie Chin collection, 1997/10/1. The photograph is believed to 

have been taken in Hong Kong or China because of the prominence of the clock in the studio furniture. 

On the range of clothing options available to Chinese men during this period see Finnane, Changing 

Clothes in China, pp.178-188.  
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 Antonia Finnane, The civilised wedding in early twentieth-century China: A new performance for a 

new audience, unpublished paper presented at the Chinese Studies Association of Australia Ninth 

Biennial Conference, Bendigo, June-July 2005, abstract. In the possession of the author. 



226 

incorporated elements of the white wedding. Antonia Finnane has written in some detail 

about the relationship between evolving Chinese nationalist ideas and changes to men's 

and women's dress in China during this period.
97

 The reformation of Chinese dress was 

one of the reforms promoted to cure China's perceived national weakness.
98

 As 

Henrietta Harrison observed of Republican China 'the new political culture was 

negotiated not only through formal pronouncements but through the clothes one wore, 

the calendar one used, the holidays one celebrated, even the day on which one took a 

bath'.
99

 By the 1930s the white wedding was a well-recognised wedding stereotype and 

also perhaps a mark of status in the major trading ports such as Shanghai, Guangdong 

and Hong Kong. This is illustrated by a photograph published in a 1930 issue of the 

Shanghai Pictorial [Shanghai huabao, 上海画报] of a group of well-known Chinese 

actresses and female singers modelling wedding dress for both brides and grooms.
100

 

 

Chinese Australians in Australia were well aware of these changes to weddings and 

wedding dress in China and also their role in an emerging sense of Chinese nationalism. 

A few years after it was first published in Sydney, the Tung Wah Times began 

supporting the monarchist cause of Kang Youwei and Liang Qichao and the reformist 

policies of the Guangxu Emperor [光緒皇帝].
101

 In the first two decades of the 

twentieth century the Tung Wah Times reported on a number of new kinds of weddings 

being held in Guangzhou. A 1907 article reported on what was described as the first 

civic wedding in Guangzhou between a medical teacher, Huang Yuanzhu [黃媛珠], and 
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 Finnane, 'What should Chinese women wear?' Finnane, Changing Clothes in China. This is also 
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a nursing teacher. There was no description of what the couple wore but they did 

exchange a ring and the couple already knew each other so theirs was a love match 

rather than an arranged marriage.
102

 In another article, published in 1912, was the new 

style of palanquin used by the bride, and the bride and groom both wore modern dress. 

In the same year it was also reported on how these new styles of wedding were 

becoming increasingly common and that at one wedding the bride wore a white dress, 

with a veil and orange blossom flowers in her hair. She also carried a posy of flowers as 

did the two women who accompanied her.
103

 By the mid-1930s large municipal-

organised group weddings were being held in cities like Guangzhou and there were a 

number of reports in the Tung Wah Times about these weddings.
104

 In December 1935 

one of these mass white weddings occurred in Guangzhou, complete with flower girls 

holding long-handled baskets of flowers.
105

 The grooms wore matching scholar's gowns 

[changpao] with a ribbon attached to the breast and the brides wore white veils and 

matching long white dresses (or perhaps skirts and jackets) with a small bouquets of 

flowers pinned to their breasts. 

 

From at least the 1920s, Chinese Australians in Hong Kong and Shanghai were also 

choosing to marry in white wedding ceremonies alongside other Chinese.
106

 Melbourne-

born Violet Tock married Lam Chik Shang, who was probably born in Hong Kong or 

China, in a church wedding in Hong Kong in 1928. According to a newspaper account 

of the wedding and celebrations the dress was a 'compromise between the fashions of 

East and West being made in semi-Chinese fashion out of silver lace over white satin' 

with a long tulle veil with coronet of orange blossom and pearls and was typical of 

1920s knee-length white wedding dresses with scalloped hem and white stockings 
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[Image 70].
107

 The same article indicated that the bride also wore the more traditional 

Chinese wedding dress of 'heavily embroidered black satin with scarlet fringed skirts' at 

other wedding ceremonies and dinners. Frank Tock, who was born in Melbourne, also 

married in Hong Kong some time in the 1930s, and his bride Norma wore a classic 

shimmering long flowing gown with extravagantly long lace veil [Image 71].
108

 Their 

wedding photographs are excellent examples of the 'Hollywood glamour' weddings of 

this period. Ruby (Tue Gnoak) Chinn, also born in Melbourne, was married in a long 

white gown with two flower girls wearing matching white dresses.
109

 Ruby's mother had 

taken her to Hong Kong to find a husband in the mid-1930s. Dorothy Young, who was 

probably born in Australia in rural New South Wales, married William Ng in Shanghai 

around 1930 in a long white gown with two matching sets of young page boys and 

flower girls.
110

 

 

These photographs of Chinese-Australian weddings above illustrate how the decision to 

adopt white wedding practices was not necessarily one of assimilation into Australian 

culture but was part of participating in the global adoption of the white wedding, 

whether that was in China, Hong Kong or Australia. Chinese Australians were being 

modern in both Australia and China. A question that still needs further research is the 

extent to which Chinese Australians were weaving a cosmopolitan identity for 

themselves through the integration of ideas associated with constructing a new Chinese 

nationalist identity and their participation in white weddings in Australia. Some clues to 

this can be found in a few Chinese-Australian wedding photographs, particularly ones 

held in Darwin in the 1930s. 

 

A very distinctive collection of five wedding photographs were taken of Chinese-

Australian weddings in Darwin in the 1920s and 1930s.
111

 Four of the five were taken in 
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Image 71 - Frank and Norma Tock with wedding attendants taken by Tiffany Studio in Kowloon, 

Hong Kong, c1930s[?].

(Shirley Millard collection (private): SM089 [D002656])

http://www.chia.chinesemuseum.com.au/objects/D002656.htm
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the Kuo Min Tang [KMT, Guomindang, 國民黨] hall in Darwin. The KMT flag is 

visible in the background, although only partially photographed. In four of the 

photographs the bride or the groom's mother sits prominently next to the bride or 

between the bride and groom wearing an ao [襖 loose fitted top] or qipao [旗袍 also 

called a cheongsam in Cantonese] with raised collar and long sleeves. In all five 

photographs the bride wears a long white veil in a bonnet style with white stockings and 

holds a sizable bouquet of flowers. Myrtle Houng On Yee and Lucy Lee both wear a 

shin-length flapper-style white wedding dress. Another unidentified bride wears what 

appears to be a white (or at least very pale) qipao that buttoned across the shoulders. 

The other two brides wear a similarly pale ensemble with a front-buttoning jacket, 

perhaps with a skirt. Both are decorated with a Chinese-style circular geometric design 

rather than flowers, birds, dragons or phoenixes. Clarence Ng's wife wears a white top 

with wide sleeves [au, 襖] with a skirt [qun, 裙], of a different but also light-coloured 

fabric [Image 72]. Aside from the brides, only the older members of the bridal party 

wear Chinese-style dress.
112

  

 

These wedding photographs show that young Chinese Australians in Darwin were 

experimenting, along with their peers in China, with different ways of being modern 

and Chinese. A newspaper report on Charles Houng On and Myrtle Fong's wedding, 

one of these five photographed weddings, published on 13 May 1930 says that theirs 

was the first wedding to 'be celebrated in Darwin under the new rules regulating 

Chinese marriages under the laws of the Republic of China'.
113

 The secretary of the 

KMT performed the Chinese ceremony and then the local Registrar of Marriages 

married the couple under Australian law. The wedding party then assembled at the 

KMT hall to celebrate. These wedding photographs also support Julia Martinez's 

argument discussed in Chapter 2 that in the 1920s 'a "modern" young generation of 

Chinese' emerged that dramatically changed the cultural characteristics of Darwin 

                                                                                                                                               

Darwin N.T.' and 'Chinese (Christian) Wedding - (Our Carpenter) Darwin. N.T.' [D003313 and 

D003312]. 
112

 In another example of this is a photograph of So Yung Moon, the mother of the bride at Edward 

Chung Gon and Gladys Sym Choun's wedding in 1939. She wears a long jacket, perhaps a dragon robe 

jacket, over a full-length plain silk skirt. The flowergirl wears a qipao as does one of the women in the 

bridal party. A boy in the party appears to wear a dark shirt with a raised Chinese collar. MCAH: Frank 

Chinn collection and Sym Choun collection, FC009, P0075 and SC03 [D000947]. 
113
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Chinese social life.
 114

 She argues that this new culture was more 'modern' than 'western' 

and attributes its emergence to younger Chinese, who after being educated in China and 

Hong Kong, brought back nationalist ideas that emphasised modern and western 

thought and practice to Darwin. According to Martinez, a characteristic of this new 

generation of Darwin Chinese was a shift towards Christianity.
115

 The two wedding 

photographs of Clarence Ng and his wife were given to R. Brian W. Brown while he 

was stationed at the cable station in Darwin.
116

 The group wedding portrait has been 

captioned 'Chinese (Christian) Wedding - (Our Carpenter) Darwin. N.T.', emphasising 

the importance of Christianity in what was being created in the photograph. 

 

Another example of a white wedding photograph which might also be viewed as part of 

a Chinese-Australian response to politically-motivated social change occurring in China 

at the time is the much earlier 1896 white wedding photograph of Henry and Lily Fine 

Chong discussed earlier in this chapter [Image 63]. Henry Fine Chong is believed to 

have arrived in Sydney some time in the 1880s when he is recorded as living in 

Sydney's Rocks and he grew to become a successful merchant and founding member of 

Sydney's Chinese Empire Reform Association [Aozhou Niaoxiuweisheng baojiu da 

Qing Guangxuhuangdi Hua, 澳洲鳥修威省保救大清光緒皇帝會] which was 

established in 1900, only four years after his wedding.
117

 This Association was a 

political organisation, radical at the time of its creation. It supported Chinese reformers 

such as Kang Youwei and Liang Qichao and advocated the retention of the Qing 

dynasty but with substantial reforms across the whole of society which, as already 

discussed, included the way people married.
118

 The establishment of the Chinese 

Empire Reform Association also marked the beginning of an interest in Chinese 

nationalism in Sydney.  
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The large number of portraits of Henry Fine Chong, both before and after his wedding, 

indicates a passion for photography and how it could be used to express a range of 

identities, including political ones. Portraits of Henry show him comfortably moving 

between 'western' and 'Chinese' dress and stretching the boundaries of photographic 

portraiture by drawing on both 'Chinese' and 'western' visual forms in the photographic 

portraits he created. For example in one portrait he poses with an umbrella but holds it 

over his shoulder like a parasol and in another he wears Qing-dynastic style dress but 

draws on casual poses.
119

 One portrait in particular, taken around the same time as the 

Chinese Empire Reform Association was established in 1900, shows how Henry used 

both photography and dress to express his reformist political beliefs.
120

 In the portrait he 

wears a long gown (changpao) with belt, collar and horseshoe cuffs. The gown is pale, 

perhaps reflecting the more sombre-coloured dress that emerged in China from the 

1900s.
121

 The inscription on the circular fan, which he holds facing the camera, calls for 

the reform and strengthening of China: 'Reform China: Kang Youwei and Liang Qichao 

save people' [維新強中國 (the right side) 康梁救萬民 (the left side)].
122

 It is possible 

that his white wedding photograph taken with his new bride, Lily Ah Poo, was a similar 

expression of his desire for modern reforms in China. 

 

One of the things that has made the white wedding so influential has been its adoption 

across the world by all kinds of people and cultures. For example, Western-style 

weddings were introduced in Korea towards the end of the nineteenth century. Koreans 

with a western education or Korean Christians were the first to adopt white weddings. 

The groom wore a suit and the bride a composite outfit that drew on white and Korean 

items of clothing.
123

 The white wedding started to become popular in Taiwan after 1945 

when the KMT brought mainland Chinese wedding practices to the Taiwanese elite.
124

 

Prior to 1945 Japanese kimonos were the most popular form of wedding dress in 

Taiwan. In northern Alaska wedding ceremonies were held only with the spread of 

                                                 

119
 SLNSW: Brad Powe family collection, ML MAV/FM/10576, photographs 20, 29, 30. 

120
 SLNSW: Brad Powe family collection, ML MAV/FM/10576, photograph 35. 

121
 Finnane, 'Military culture and Chinese dress in the early twentieth century', p.125. 

122
 Translation (courtesy Mei-fen Kuo). Thanks to Brad Powe for providing a high resolution copy of the 

fan for translation. 
123

 Hong, 'Korean wedding dress from the Chosun Dynasty (1392-1910) to the present', p.63. 
124

 Bonnie Adrian, Framing the Bride: Globalizing Beauty and Romance in Taiwan's Bridal Industry, 

Berkeley, University of California Press, 2003, pp.43-45. 
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Christianity after the 1890s.
125

 Prior to this Inupiat people did not have a ceremony to 

mark a marriage. White weddings did not really become popular there until the 1950s 

and 1960s when European-American clothing was obtained by mail order. 

 

There are few more prescribed genres of photography than wedding photography. The 

nature of the photographs taken and the dress worn in both Australia, China and Hong 

Kong did nevertheless change over time, and Chinese Australians were a part of that 

change alongside everyone else.
126

 By mapping the photographs found of Chinese-

Australian weddings in family collections against the changing nature of weddings in 

both China, Hong Kong and Australia this chapter has revealed the close relationship 

between white weddings and photography and the links between more public weddings 

and photography. Despite a diverse range of ways of being married, Chinese-Australian 

family photograph collections are dominated by photographs of white weddings. The 

nature of the wedding dress worn in these photographs in Australia, particularly by the 

bride, corresponds with changing Australian wedding fashion. This suggests that 

Chinese Australians were not simply mimicking or copying white Australian wedding 

practices but were actively engaging in them alongside other couples around the world. 

The white wedding and its associated practices, including photography, was an evolving 

global phenomenon. Chinese Australians were not assimilating into something that 

already existed, but along with other Australians, and along with people in China and 

Hong Kong and other parts of the world, were together building something new. 

Chinese Australians, when they posed for white wedding photographs, whether 

influenced by fashions in China or fashions in Australia, were part of creating the global 

phenomenon of 'white weddings'. 

 

The following and final chapter will draw on many of the genres and social contexts 

discussed in earlier chapters to explore the photographic record of a particular 

individual, Quong Tart, in order to explore his photographic self-representation, the 

circulation of these photographs and how this has influenced his visibility over time. 
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 Martin, 'Satin dresses and caribou kamiks', pp.29-31. 
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His photographic profile is examined within the broader context of the development of 

Chinese-Australian leadership and organisational photography. 
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7. Chinese-Australian Visibility and Photography: Quong Tart 

Among the extensive collections of surviving nineteenth-century photographs of 

Chinese living in Australia there are at least forty-two photographs that feature Sydney 

merchant Quong Tart [Mei Guangda, 梅光達], far more than are found of any other 

Chinese Australian during his lifetime.
1

 Quong Tart was a Chinese-Australian 

community leader at a time when the nature of that leadership was shifting and Chinese-

Australian political participation increasing. According to the Sydney's Daily Telegraph 

in 1897 he was 'as well known as the Governor himself, and is quite as popular among 

all classes'.
2
 He was a household name at least as far as Bendigo in Victoria.

3
 Similarly 

Robert Travers noted in his 1981 biography of him, that all of Sydney could conjure up 

an image of him.
4
 This was not only because of his personality, business acumen and 

position as a significant Chinese-Australian community leader in Sydney but also 

because everyone could visually imagine him. Quong Tart ensured that people 

recognised and remembered him through his skilful use of the modern medium of 

photography. He was not like the majority of Chinese Australians and neither was his 

photographic profile and the ways that he manipulated it. Part of the reason Quong Tart 

has become such a well-known historical figure lies in the enduring power of how he 

was visually represented at this particular time in Sydney.  

 

This chapter draws on the extensive amount written about Quong Tart's life and his 

large photographic archive to explore how Quong Tart presented himself in front of the 

camera and how he mobilised photography to create a public visual presence. Quong 

Tart's achievements should not be lightly dismissed, but it is also important to 

distinguish between his actual accomplishments and his fame as one of Australia's early 

                                                 

1
 These are primarily held in the picture and manuscript collections of the State Library of NSW, the 

National Library of Australia, and the Society of Australian Genealogists, as well as contemporary 

newspapers and miscellaneous published sources. Most are undated but the earliest dates from the 1870s. 

This does not include painted portraits. 
2
 Margaret Tart, The Life of Quong Tart: Or, How a Foreigner Succeeded in a British Community, 

Sydney, NSW, MacIardy, 1911, 'Authors notes'. 
3
 'Silverpen', James Oddie, Esq., J.P., of Ballarat and his Guests, Mr and Mrs Quong Tart of Sydney 

(Who were on their Bridal Tour), Ballarat, Vic, C. Boyd Printer, [1886?]. Bendigo Advertiser, 6 June 

1907. Thanks to Amanda Rasmussen for drawing my attention to this article. 
4
 Robert Travers, Australian Mandarin: The Life and Times of Quong Tart, Sydney, NSW, Kangaroo 

Press, 1981, pp.9-10. 
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celebrities. Historian Shirley Fitzgerald notes how easy it is to construct Quong Tart as 

a spectacle rather than:  

 

…the successful businessman he undoubtedly was: or as the 

indefatigable worker for social causes both within and without the 

Chinese community; or as the enlightened employer who paid his staff 

sick leave when nobody else did; or as the man who once entertained 

thoughts of standing for New South Wales parliament.
5
 

 

There were a significant number of other Chinese Australians in the nineteenth century 

whose accomplishments were as significant as Quong Tart, but who have not found 

their way into the public imagination.
6
 This can be explained in part by the nature of 

Chinese-Australian community leadership and its relationship to photography during 

Quong Tart's lifetime and after. 

 

Quong Tart is probably the best-known nineteenth-century Chinese Australian today. 

As observed by Shirley Fitzgerald he was one of the few nineteenth-century Sydney 

Chinese 'who created an image of himself which has carried through to twentieth 

century popular culture'.
7
 There has been more written about him than any other 

Chinese Australian of his time.
8
 He is the only Chinese immigrant profiled in the 

National Museum of Australia's immigration section, and in 1998 a bronze bust of him 

was placed in the main street of his home suburb of Ashfield.
9
 A series of events 

throughout 2003-2004 marked the one-hundredth anniversary of his death, including an 

                                                 

5
 Shirley Fitzgerald, Red Tape, Gold Scissors: The Story of Sydney's Chinese, Sydney, NSW, State 

Library of NSW Press, 1996, p.109. 
6
 On this apparent neglect see also: Paul Macgregor, '"Before we came to this country, we heard that 
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Alison Broinowski (ed.), Double Vision: Asian Accounts of Australia, Canberra, ACT, Pandanus Books, 

2004, p.47. John Fitzgerald, Big White Lie: Chinese Australians in White Australia, Sydney, NSW, 

UNSW Press, 2007, pp.12-13.  
7
 Fitzgerald, Red Tape, Gold Scissors, p.109. 
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Biography, Melbourne, Vic, MUP, 1974, pp.234-235. Lea-Scarlett, 'Quong Tart: A study in assimilation 

(Part 1)', Descent, vol. 4, (1969), pp.81-101. E.J. Lea-Scarlett, 'Quong Tart: A study in assimilation (Part 

2)', Descent, vol. 4, (1970), pp.121-139. Chris Pratten, 'Quong Tart', in Chris Pratten (ed.), Ashfield at 

Federation, Sydney, NSW, Ashfield & District Historical Society, 2001, pp.143-166. Tart, The Life of 

Quong Tart. Nicola Teffer, No Ordinary Man: Sydney's Quong Tart, Citizen, Merchant and 

Philanthropist, Sydney, NSW, Quong Tart Centenary Commemoration Committee and 

Newcontemporaries, 2004. Travers, Australian Mandarin. He is also profiled on the Harvest of 

Endurance Scroll, 'Mei Quong Tart', http://www.nma.gov.au/collections/collection_interactives/ 

harvest_of_endurance_html_version/the_peope/mei_quong_tart/, accessed 19 March 2008. 
9
 Land, Nation, People, National Museum of Australia, Canberra, permanent display, viewed July 2004. 



237 

exhibition in the Queen Victoria Building, an online exhibition compiled by the City of 

Sydney, a multi-media musical play, and an international conference, 'Quong Tart and 

his Times 1850-1903', hosted by the Powerhouse Museum in July 2004.
10

 Quong Tart's 

place in Australian colonial history was significant. He was a highly successful gold 

prospector and merchant, he advised a government inquiry into Chinese camps in rural 

New South Wales in the 1870s and sat on the panel of the 1898 Royal Commission into 

Alleged Chinese Gambling and Immorality. The Chinese Emperor granted him fifth 

then fourth rank civil honours for his services during the visit of the Chinese 

Commissioners in 1887 and for his role as negotiator and unofficial ambassador in the 

1888 Afghan crisis. He launched an ambitious anti-opium campaign that ran over a 

number of decades, was a passionate philanthropist, an excellent public speaker and was 

highly regarded by Sydney's social élite. His untimely death in 1903 probably prevented 

him from becoming Australia's first Chinese ambassador.
11

 

 

Quong Tart was also a man of his times at a time when social fluidity and the 

construction of hierarchies of social status were key features of social life in Australia. 

He was a part of the mass immigration to Australia during the gold rushes, when this 

defined that period. After he made his fortune on the gold fields he moved to Sydney to 

be part of its economic and social growth at a time when the urbanisation of Australia 

and growth of its major cities was its most significant characteristic. The 1880s and 

1890s saw the rise of studio photography and as we shall see Quong Tart was quick to 

embrace the potential of this to build a celebrity profile. He was also on the forefront of 

shifts within the nature of Chinese-Australian community leadership in Sydney and 

                                                 

10
 'Celebrating the man: The 100

th
 Anniversary of his Death', Chinese Australian Historical Society, 

http://www.hermes.net.au/cahs/QT%20Activities.htm, accessed 10 December 2004. The No Ordinary 

Man exhibition was displayed in the Queen Victoria Building with an online exhibition put together by 
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ed 19 March 2008. No Ordinary Man: Sydney's Quong Tart - Citizen, Merchant and Philanthropist, City 

of Sydney, http://www.cityofsydney.nsw.gov.au/history/quongtart/NoOrdinaryMan.html, 2 July - 15 
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by Associate Professor Barbara Poston-Anderson, University of Technology Sydney. 'Quong Tart and his 
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painted portrait by Shen Jiawei was unveiled, a limited edition facsimile of Margaret Tart's biography of 

her husband was printed by the State Library of NSW and Robert Travers' biography of him was also 

republished. 
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 Biographical information on Quong Tart drawn from: Lea-Scarlett, 'Quong Tart: A study in 

assimilation (Part 1)'. Lea-Scarlett, 'Mei Quong Tart'. Lea-Scarlett, 'Quong Tart: A study in assimilation 

(Part 2)'. Travers, Australian Mandarin. Tart, The Life of Quong Tart. 
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New South Wales.
12

 In the second half of the nineteenth century he emerged as a middle 

class man who aspired to, and perhaps towards the end of his life achieved, the social 

distinction of becoming a 'gentleman'. It was because of the social mobility of people 

such as Quong Tart that social fluidity has come to be seen as a defining feature of 

nineteenth-century social life in Australia. 

 

The very uncertainty surrounding Quong Tart's status as a gentleman was something 

that marked all newly-made gentlemen in the colonies. As historian John Hirst 

observes, men 'knew they were doubtful gentlemen by English standards, who were 

overlooked in the colonies but not forgotten'.
13

 Quong Tart was not part of the landed 

gentry, but as a merchant who associated with such people and who fashioned himself 

in the mould of an English gentleman in dress, manners and ethics, he was among the 

ranks of those who might claim to be a gentlemen in colonial Australia. There were 

insufficient numbers of 'true gentlemen' to be self-sustaining in Australia and so it was 

possible for those without the traditional attributes of a gentleman, but possessing 

gentlemanly virtues and 'holding a certain position in the occupational hierarchy', to 

exert pressure to be included in the ranks of gentlemen.
14

 By not claiming to be a 

gentleman, Quong Tart was upholding imagined British ideals of what a gentleman was, 

and as such, behaving like one. This social insecurity made status and the construction 

of social hierarchies particularly important to people such as Quong Tart.  

 

The nature of Quong Tart's photographic identity suggests he utilised photography to 

express, reinforce and measure his social status in the public life of both Chinese and 

English-language speakers. As observed by Penny Russell, social hierarchies were 

measured 'through the minutiae of local societies, through the countless decisions daily 

taken on dress, style, greetings, entertainments, calls, initiations, gestures, snubs' at the 

intersection of public and domestic life.
15

 Photographs operated within both the public 

and domestic spheres and could easily move between the two. One of the main 
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 Mei-fen Kuo, Making Chinese Australia, PhD, Asian Studies, La Trobe University, 2008, chapters 2, 3 

and 4. 
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 John Hirst, Sense and Nonsense in Australian History, Melbourne, Vic, Black Inc, 2006, pp.151, 156. 
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functions of photography is social prestige.
16

 They were well suited to documenting an 

individual's status and recording how they wanted to be seen. Photographic portraits 

were constructed within the contemporary traditions of painted portraiture and were the 

product of a negotiation between how an individual wanted to be seen and the way the 

photographer wanted to portray them. How these photographs were used and distributed 

could also shape how an individual was seen by others. Having a photographic portrait 

taken, particularly before photography's boom in the 1890s, was in itself one of the 

ways individuals could display their status. Photographs also captured the kinds of dress 

worn, the people an individuals associated with, activities and entertainments engaged 

in and the nuances of personal style. Quong Tart did not appear to have had an interest 

in taking photographs himself, but he was confident and at ease in front of the camera 

and the large number of photographs of him suggest he was fascinated with 

photography as a means of self-expression and communication.  

 

Quong Tart was an early adopter of photography. The earliest photograph of him dates 

from the 1870s when he was in his twenties living in Braidwood [Image 73] but many 

more were taken in the 1880s and particularly 1890s when he was living and building a 

reputation as a businessman, philanthropist and politician in Sydney. This increase 

reflects improvements in photographic technology and its adoption by the public 

including the print media, as well as Quong Tart's increasing status and position in the 

public eye. The vast majority of the photographs of Quong Tart examined for this 

chapter were taken and have remained in Australia and therefore express how he chose 

to project himself in Australian contexts alone. Quong Tart does not seem to have had a 

favourite photographic studio, although a number of photographs were taken of him by 

the Telsa studios at the Queen Victoria Building (where his office and tearooms were 

also based) and the proprietors of the studio sent a condolence card to his surviving 

family after his death.
17

  

 

At a time when photographic portraiture was generally dominated by stereotypical 

poses taken in photographic studios and placed on walls, mantel pieces and in family 

albums, Quong Tart constructed a more complex photographic identity than most other 
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 Pierre Bourdieu and Luc Boltanski, Photography: A Middle Brow Art, Cambridge, Polity Press, c1990, 

p.14. 
17

 SLNSW: Quong Tart and family papers (1831-1940), ML MSS 5094/1/5. 
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Australians of the time. The characteristics that he chose to project through his 

photographic representations offer a foundation for understanding Quong Tart's public 

persona. A little over half the photographs of Quong Tart identified were studio 

portraits of Quong Tart, either on his own or with others. Seven photographs, nearly a 

quarter of those found, were head-and-shoulders studio portraits.
18

 Quong Tart appears 

to have had such a photograph taken every few years, particularly in the 1890s, and 

there is a uniformity in the kind of pose and dress that he wore in many of these images 

[Image 73, Image 83]. Of the full-length portraits taken: one shows him in National 

Guard uniform, one standing beside a large silver salver he was presented with and 

three were taken of him in his mandarin robes.
19

 The full-length pose selected generally 

enhances either the object being displayed or the nature of the special dress he wears in 

the image. Other studio portraits show him seated and standing with friends, family and 

prominent public figures. Fifteen of the forty-three photographs depicting Quong Tart 

identified, a large number by late nineteenth-century standards, were taken away from a 

photographic studio but by a professional photographer at his home or tearooms, or 

associated with public events such as picnics or sports games. 

 

The clothing Quong Tart chose to wear in photographs marked him as a modern 

nineteenth-century businessman. In almost all photographs he wears a well-fitted jacket, 

waistcoat with watch chain and fobs, and white shirt, often with a particular style of soft 

neck tie. Pocket watches were initially a status symbol but by the end of the nineteenth 

century had become a symbol of respectability and punctuality.
20

 In many photographs 

                                                 

18
 SLNSW: Carte de visite album including portraits of Luck and Shottin families, plus Mr & Mrs Quong 

Tart, ca. 1870-1885, PXB 387/7 [D001526]. Sandy Barry collection (private) [D001524]. Braidwood & 

District Historical Society: Alice Blatchford Album, P/97/27/340, P1997/340 (i) [D002709]. Royal 
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Making Chinese Australia, 2008, pp.403-408. 



Image 73 – Carte-de-visite portrait of Quong Tart, taken by H. Pollock in Braidwood, New South 

Wales, c1874-1884.

(Mitchell Library, State Library of NSW: Carte de visite album including portraits of Luck and 

Shottin families, plus Mr & Mrs Quong Tart, ca. 1870-1885, PXB 387, 7 Quong Tart [D001526])

http://www.chia.chinesemuseum.com.au/objects/D001526.htm


  



241 

Quong Tart holds his favourite umbrella which was a sign of gentility in Europe in the 

late nineteenth and early twentieth century and were popular studio accessories.
21

 

Umbrellas also have a long history as symbols of status in China but foreign-style 

umbrellas, which were lighter, were quickly adopted in China.
22

 There is some evidence 

to suggest that they were particularly favoured by Chinese Australians. Michael 

Williams has observed that they were commonly taken back to China by visiting 

Chinese Australians.
23

 They are also notably popular in the identification portraits 

created by Chinese Australians for travel purposes in the 1890s (see photographs in 

Series B6443 discussed Chapter 3). Quong Tart took care, particularly in many studio 

portraits, to wear a fresh white flower, as was the fashion, in his left lapel. His wife 

Margaret Tart, commented that 'in all his business relations he wore the white flower of 

a blameless life', suggesting this was a deliberately symbolic act.
24

 Hats were not 

generally worn for photographs because of the shadows they threw but when Quong 

Tart did wear one, it was either a fedora or a derby, both fashionable hats of the time.
25

  

 

As an elite businessman his suit was smart and well fitted and he always wore a jacket, 

collar and tie. No extant photographs show him in any form of Chinese dress other than 

his mandarin robes. One photograph of him taken in Hong Kong and another taken in 

Shanghai also shows him in a suit, and even when he returned to his home village in 

China he wore a suit, much to the disgust of his elder brother who considered it 

pretentious.
26

 In China, suits were worn by bold revolutionaries and other returning 

                                                 

21
 His favourite umbrella had a pistol-grip ivory handle with a shield-shaped insert inscribed: Quong Tart 
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 SAG: Tart McEvoy papers, SAG_PR_6-16-4 [D002145]. Lea-Scarlett, 'Quong Tart: A study in 

assimilation (Part 1)'. [D002184] Weiqiang Mei, Mei Guangda's (Quong Tart) family and his Chinese 
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'gold mountain' men in the late Qing dynasty and were later endorsed by the new 

Repbulican administration as official male dress.
27

 By the 1920s the suite was worn by 

'cosmopolitan, forward-looking young May Fourth intellectuals, who in the 1930s … 

abandoned it as part of a reaction against things foreign'.
28

 In Australia, however, by the 

end of the nineteenth century the male suit had become a symbol of respectability, 

business and, in the words of clothing historian Anne Holland, ''men's suits are neither 

post-modern nor minimalist, multicultural nor confessional - they are relentlessly 

modern, in the best classic sense'.
29

 The suit had become an 'unofficial uniform' of 

English upper and middle-class masculinity that was 'modern in its uniformity'.
30

 Along 

with his neatly-furled umbrella Quong Tart was the epitome of the quintessential 

English gentleman. 

 

No photographs have been found of Quong Tart in what John Hirst describes as the 

distinctive dress of the gentleman - 'frock coat, top hat and kid gloves', although 

Margaret Tart notes in passing that during a return visit to China he 'dressed as an 

English gentleman' complete with 'a black silk hat'.
31

 It is also expected that he would 

have worn formal dress when he mixed within the elite circles of his adopted family, the 

Simpsons.
32

 Perhaps it felt crass or inappropriate to display his status in this way in a 

photograph or he may have also have wanted to avoid such photographs making him a 

figure of fun as occurred with Robert Fun Yet (discussed in Chapter 4). Reverend John 

Young Wai [Zhou Rongwei 周容威], another Chinese Australian leader in Sydney 

however, had no such reservations.
33
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More significant as markers of a gentleman and of status were the titles, official 

recognition and official positions they obtained.
34

 Imperial honours and their display, 

were particularly important to British colonies, such as Australia, who were keen to 

show their success to the Empire. As David Cannadine has argued these honours helped 

to unite a disparate British Empire into an imagined socially-layered whole through the 

social hierarchy they created.
35

 Quong Tart's role in government enquiries and the Royal 

Commission in 1898 are examples of the kinds of official positions he filled. Margaret 

Tart devotes a whole section of her biography to what she called 'complimentary letters 

and addresses received by him' that illustrated the official and public recognition he had 

obtained over his lifetime.
36

  

 

The highest honour Quong Tart received was perhaps the fifth-class and later fourth-

class honours of a mandarin with the added distinction of the peacock's feather that he 

was awarded by the Chinese Emperor.
37

 These honours were displayed publicly through 

mandarin robes and the decorations worn on them. These robes were symbols of status 

within both the Chinese and English-speaking communities at the time. In Southeast 

Asia as well as Australia imperial honours were one of the forms of symbolic and social 

capital used by wealthy Chinese merchants to reinforce their leadership within overseas 

Chinese communities.
38

 These Chinese honours also had social status within the British 

Empire. As David Cannadine has argued, one of the crucial elements that that bound the 

British Empire together across racial boundaries was the shared recognition of social 

rank.
39

 Quong Tart cultivated a relationship with the Manchu court in order to receive 

imperial honours that reinforced his social standing within both Chinese and English 

Sydney.
40

 

 

Rather than a Chinese version of a formal suit, Quong Tart's mandarin robes were like 

ceremonial robes and were worn in Australia as symbols of status and the official 
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recognition he had earned. He wore them on a number of formal occasions. In 1894 he 

wore them to the family birthday celebrations of Sir Alfred Stephen, and according to 

Margaret Tart 'when a Levee was held at Government House he was sure to be there in 

his mandarin costume to represent the land of his birth'.
41

 In 1901 he wore mandarin 

robes at the royal levee held in Sydney by the Duke, on behalf of his father King 

Edward VII (the invitation itself an indication of Quong Tart's status as a gentleman).
42

 

At the same function the Duke's Life Guards and Dragoons, the Archbishop and the 

Mayor wore their ceremonial robes and the former premier of New South Wales, Sir 

George Dibbs, wore his National Guard uniform with star and ribbon of a Knight 

Commander of St Michael and St George.
43

 Quong Tart wore his mandarin robes for the 

same reasons and with the same pride as these other Australians.  

 

Another way Quong Tart marked his status was to pose for a number of photographs 

wearing these robes, sometimes with Margaret Tart in her matching robes, and it is 

possible to track his increasing rank visually through these photographic portraits of 

him.
44

 These photographs were also published a number of times in both the English 

and Chinese-language press, and captions and accompanying text always noted and 

sometimes also explained his Chinese rank [Image 74].
45

 In her biography of him, 

Margaret Tart also made a point of explaining to readers that this was 'a distinction 

equivalent to a K.C.M.G. [Knight Commander of the Order of St. Michael and St. 
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Image 74 - Quong Tart seated in mandarin robes with peacock feather and mandarin chains, taken 

by J. Hubert Newman in Sydney, New South Wales, c1894-1897, as published in the Chinese 

Australian Herald, 29 January 1897.

(Chinese Australian Herald, 29 January 1897. Copy held in State Library of NSW [D000298])

http://www.chia.chinesemuseum.com.au/objects/D000298.htm
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George]', the sixth most senior honour in the British honours system.
46

 In offering these 

explanations and imaginatively integrating the Chinese honours system into the broader 

social hierarchy of the British Empire, Margaret Tart, the newspaper editors, and 

perhaps Quong Tart himself, created a place of status for Quong Tart within the British 

Empire.
47

 

 

A portrait taken of Quong Tart in his National Guard uniform was another way Quong 

Tart marked his status in Australian society [Image 75].
48

 According to John Hirst, 

although military officers were 'always eyed narrowly', 'all officers were accepted as 

gentlemen' - 'A captain or lieutenant - the title itself - was something solid and certain 

when other old-world claims were doubtful and contentious'.
49

 At fifty Quong Tart was 

a little old to become a member of the Australian Bushmen and join the Boer War, 

instead he joined Sir George Dibbs' National Guard as part of efforts to protect New 

South Wales should it be invaded.
50

 His elaborate uniform with decorated sash, sleeve 

ornamentation and sword show him as an officer above the rank and file.
51

 The uniform 

of the National Guard was another honour which could be visually celebrated in a 

photograph and in her book Margaret Tart made particular note of this when she 

captioned a reproduction of this photograph: 'QUONG TART - A MILITARY 

OFFICER'.
52

 

 

Social connections were also important indicators of status, and so Quong Tart's portrait 

wearing the uniform of Sir George Dibbs' National Guard was also a demonstration of 

his social ties with long-term friend Sir George Dibbs. Sir George held a knighthood 

and was the premier of New South Wales on a number of occasions in the late 1880s 
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and early 1890s.
53

 Quong Tart appears to have cultivated particularly personal 

relationships with both his business and official colleagues. These friendships provided 

an added motivation for creating a photographic portrait. For example, Quong Tart had 

a studio portrait taken with the Chinese commissioners, Wong Yung Ho [Wang Ronghe 

王榮和] and U Tsing [Yu Qiong 余瓗] and another group portrait shows him with the 

Commissioners and the New South Wales Chamber of Commerce, perhaps at a picnic.
54

 

Quong Tart hosted the Commissioners during their visit to Sydney in 1887 and U Tsing 

became god-parent to one of his daughters.
55

 A photograph of Quong Tart with Dr 

George On Lee [Ye Qixiu, 葉七秀], prior to the doctor's return to China was also 

published in a number of publications.
56

 In this photograph were W.R.G. (William 

Robert George) Lee [Li Yihui, 李益徽] (a prominent Chinese-Australian community 

leader who will be discussed in more detail at the end of the chapter) and the proprietors 

of the Chinese Australian Herald, James Alexander Philp and George Arthur Dawn.  

 

Some photographs were taken and held in Quong Tart's personal collection such as a 

portrait of him posed with two white-Australian men, one of whom is a superintendent, 

perhaps of police, and another of him with New Zealand-born 'King Tahihiao' 

[Tāwhiao], a visiting Maori leader [Image 76].
57

 Others were distributed much more 

widely in the public realm. Two photographs were taken at the same sitting of Quong 

Tart with office holders in the Lin Yik Tong [Lianyitang, 聯益堂] (an important early 

Chinese-Australian commercial association in Sydney), including its leader W.R.G. Lee 

[Image 77]. One of these was published in the Sydney Mail and the photograph 

illustrated an article in the Chinese Australian Herald describing how the Tong with 

Quong Tart, Sun Johnson and representatives of the steamship companies were 

lobbying the government for removal of old colonial legislation that continued to affect 

interstate travel for Chinese Australians even after the introduction of the Immigration 
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Image 75 - Quong Tart in officer uniform of Sir George Dibb's National Guard, taken by an 

unknown photographer probably in  Sydney, New South Wales, c1900-1901.

(Margaret Tart, The Life of Quong Tart: Or, How a Foreigner Succeeded in a British Community, 

Sydney, MacIardy, 1911, following p.52. [D001085])

http://www.chia.chinesemuseum.com.au/objects/D001085.htm


  



Image 76 - Quong Tart and King Tahihiao [Tāwhiao], taken by Boake Studio probably in Sydney, 

New South Wales, c1894.

(SAG: Tart McEvoy papers, PR6-17-1, 11/6/6/17 [D002146])

http://www.chia.chinesemuseum.com.au/objects/D002146.htm


  



Image 77 - Quong Tart with office holders of the Lin Yik Tong, taken by an unknown 

photographer probably in Sydney, New South Wales, c1902-1903 as published in Chinese  

Australian Herald, 31 January 1903.

(Chinese Australian Herald, 31 January 1903. Copy held in State Library of NSW. [D001535])

http://www.chia.chinesemuseum.com.au/objects/D001535.htm
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Restriction Act 1901.
58

 Quong Tart is centrally posed in the photograph next to Lee but 

contrary to what was implied in the English-language caption to this photograph was 

not an office holder of the organisation.
59

 In the Chinese caption he is described as a 

'businessman' while the position in the organisation of the others is noted. 

 

Sport and physical activity, with their associated set of values of team spirit, fair play 

and discipline, emerged as significant activities adopted by emerging middle-class 

Australians such as Quong Tart.
60

 Quong Tart was actively involved as a player and 

administrator in a wide range of sports including horse-racing, polo, cricket, football, 

tug-of-war, swimming, bowling, sailing and flying.
61

 As a young man in Braidwood, he 

owned a racehorse and organised a popular horse meet where he also raced horses 

himself.
62

 Margaret Tart described him as 'a lover of sport. Not any kind of sport, but 

sport that was above all things clean'.
63

 In an address he gave to the League of New 

South Wales Wheelmen, he urges members to 'act honourably in their racing and have 

no shinaniking [sic]'.
64

 Cycle racing, particularly in the last years of the century was 

under considerable strain due to the poor racing ethics of its racers and Quong Tart's 

comments were made in response to this point of crisis in the sport. Another important 

aspect of Quong Tart's public image was that of being respectable and a man of good 

character.
65

 He was an active philanthropist and in 1883 he launched an anti-opium 

campaign in an attempt to ban the importation of opium into Australia's colonies. His 

desire in part was to try to improve the moral wellbeing not just of Chinese lives but 
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also of Australians more generally. Sobriety was also one of the values associated with 

respectability and status within the middle classes.
66

 

 

The relationship between Quong Tart's involvement in sport and his position in Sydney 

public life as a respectable man of status and good character is perhaps best illustrated 

by his involvement in cycling. Before the more widespread adoption of the bicycle in 

the twentieth century, bicycles around the world were initially expensive and symbols 

of status providing their owners with an opportunity to display their prosperity.
67

 In his 

'Cycling notes' column in Melbourne's Age newspaper, Christopher Sly wrote about the 

popularity of cycling with the 'Royal and fashionable' in both England and Europe in 

1895.
68

 Quong Tart was involved in the early years of the professionalisation of cycling 

in Sydney. He was a member of his local cycling club in Burwood, was a race starter for 

the New South Wales Wheelmen and was elected vice-president of both the New South 

Wales Wheelman, a professional racing cycling association, and the Newtown Bicycle 

Club.
69

 These vice-presidential positions were largely honorary. Organisations used 

them to draw financial support and raise their public profiles and for the vice-presidents 

they were a way of displaying and maintaining their status. Attendance at cycling events 

was an opportunity to keep socially well-connected. Quong Tart's personal papers 

include a range of invitations to races and cycling social events - including race 

meetings and annual dinners of the Sydney Bicycle Club, League picnics and there is 

even a Christmas card from the President of the Melbourne Bicycle Club.
70

 In at least 

one year the League of New South Wales Wheelmen held their prize-giving ceremony 

at Quong Tart's tea rooms in King Street, Sydney.
71
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Photographs capture Quong Tart's participation in these activities as both a sportsman 

and administrator. They document his involvement in sport and when published or 

displayed publicly also promote that involvement. A strangely composed and heavily 

touched up press photograph, titled 'The League Starters - Mr. Quong Tart (left) and Mr. 

Harry Bagnall' shows Harry Bagnall in the foreground with Quong Tart, slightly to one 

side and to the rear, standing in the middle of a sports ground. Quong Tart stands, 

almost posing, holding his trademark umbrella to his hip with one hand and in his other, 

a starter pistol [Image 78].
72

 The photograph, found in one of Margaret Tart's newspaper 

clipping scrapbooks, was probably published in one of Sydney's illustrated newspapers 

in the mid to late 1890s. Quong Tart was starter of a number of League of New South 

Wales Wheelmen races from as early as 1896.
73

 The photograph may relate to a 'One 

Mile Handicap', organised by the League of New South Wales Wheelmen, held at the 

Sydney Cricket Ground on 10 June 1899, as Quong Tart was listed as one of two 

starters and Harry Bagnall one of three judges.
74

 However he and Harry Bagnall were 

both starters at another League cycling race that was part of a 'Chinese charity carnival' 

event probably held in late 1897 and was also a starter at a set of races held in 1895 

when Arthur Zimmerman, a famous American cyclist, toured Australia.
75

 

 

The one other sport in which Quong Tart was photographed was cricket. He participated 

in the organisation of charity matches and also played cricket himself. While cycling 

was the sport of young men, certainly until the 1890s, a sedate game of cricket was still 

considered appropriate for the older nineteenth-century gentleman.
76

 Margaret Tart 

described Quong Tart as one of Braidwood's most enthusiastic cricketers but he was 

also a member of the Sydney Cricket Club. She published a sketch of him in cricketing 

whites in her biography and a photograph in the family's collection shows Quong Tart 
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as part of an unidentified cricket team at an unidentified cricket ground.
77

 This was a 

typical sporting team photograph that might be found on any clubroom wall in 

Australia. 

 

According to Margaret Tart, Quong Tart's biggest success was the establishment of the 

Elite Tearooms in the Queen Victoria Building, which according to Margaret Tart was 

'recognised as the most elegant and best served dining hall in Sydney'.
78

 On leaving 

Braidwood and making a return visit to China in 1881, Quong Tart returned to Sydney 

and established himself as a tea merchant with a small room that distributed free tea 

samplers. By 1885 this had grown into a chain of five tearooms in central Sydney.
79

 By 

the time of his death in 1903, his teashops were a familiar Sydney institution and an 

essential part of many people's visit to the city as well as a site of numerous charity 

events.
80

 There was much to be proud of and at least six photographs were taken of 

Quong Tart posed in his tearooms, both on his own and with his staff, some inside and 

others outside the premises.
81

  

 

Quong Tart was known to have been a lenient and generous employer for the times, 

particularly with his provision of sick leave. According to Margaret Tart:  

 

There was none of that aloofness of spirit which so often keeps employer 

and employee apart … They [Quong Tart's staff] were men and women 

with souls and were treated as such. Every opportunity was seized for 

developing a kindly feeling for one another and cementing ties which 

bound them together.
82

  

 

Seen in this light these photographs of Quong Tart with his staff also celebrate the 

relationship he worked to foster with them. This, however, did not mean that class and 

social differences disappeared between management and staff. Historian Mei-fen Kuo 

has observed, for example, how Quong Tart sought to distance himself from lower-class 
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Image 78 - Quong Tart and Harry Bagnall as League of NSW Wheelmen race starters, taken by an 

unknown photographer, c1890s as published in an unknown newspaper.

(SAG: Tart McEvoy papers, Scrapbook 2/40, p 39 [D001536])

http://www.chia.chinesemuseum.com.au/objects/D001536.htm
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Chinese Australians during the Royal Commission into Chinese gambling in Sydney in 

1892.
83

  

 

Quong Tart is also unmistakably represented in these photographs as employer, 

proprietor and successful businessman. He is often centrally positioned and strikes a 

confident pose with his legs apart, in contrast to his staff, whose poses suggest that they 

were ill at ease or uncomfortable, and in some cases they are partially hidden in the final 

photograph [Image 79]. These differences in poses might reflect his staff's shyness in 

front of the camera or being photographed with their employer, or perhaps poor posing 

by the photographer, but regardless of their relationship with Quong Tart, his tearoom 

staff were photographed as Quong Tart's staff.  

 

Photographs in the Tart family private collection also represented him as a family man 

with his nuclear Australian family, married to an English-Australian wife, living in a 

respectable middle-class home and leading an ordinary, if affluent, Australian family 

life. As family photographs they chart the growth of the Tart family from around 1892, 

when their first child Ann was around five years old, through to around 1900 

[Image 80]. He was attacked in August 1902 and prematurely died the following year. 

Many portraits were taken in photographic studios typical of most late nineteenth-

century family collections, but a few were taken at the Tart's home in George Street in 

Ashfield and one was taken outside an unknown residence in Hong Kong where they 

probably stayed whilst visiting. As mentioned in Chapter 6 a photograph of Quong and 

Margaret Tart is not believed to have been taken to commemorate their wedding day, 

although a romantic portrait with soft focus edges was taken of them later in their lives, 

seated close together on a garden bench displaying clear affection for each other. 

Photographs of Quong Tart's parents, brothers or any other relatives were also not 

located, although they may still remain in private collections.
84

 Quong Tart is reported 
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to have carried photographs of his wife and daughter with him on his second return trip 

to China in 1888 to show his mother but little is currently known about other 

photographs he may have sent to family and friends in China and Hong Kong.
85

 

 

Quong Tart never hid or tried to deny his Chinese ancestry but he did carefully present 

it as part of a sometimes eccentric, but overwhelmingly British-Australian, character. 

Despite public support and acclaim, however, he remained a 'Chinaman' in the public 

eye.
86

 Even his wife, in the subtitle of her hagiography of him, described him as a 

'foreigner' in a 'British community'.
87

 His persona is perhaps similar to that of 

Melbourne-born actor, Rose Maud Quong (1879-1972). According to historian Angela 

Woollacott, Quong saw herself and was treated as Australian, but she nevertheless 

increasingly created a distinctive Chinese or 'oriental' public persona during her life in 

London and the United States, where she positioned herself as a translator of Chinese 

culture to the west.
88

 By controlling his visual image Quong Tart was able to influence 

how others saw him. He emphasised and associated himself, through photography and 

other media, with certain kinds of Chineseness: the importing of Chinese tea (one of the 

most popular beverages consumed in nineteenth-century Australia), the Chinoiserie 

decorations in his British tea rooms and Victorian Italianate-style home, his dragon 

robes associated with the Chinese imperial honours he was awarded, and his 

relationships with Chinese dignitaries and prominent Chinese-Australian businessmen.  

 

Quong Tart also appears to have chosen not to represent particular aspects of his public 

persona in photography. Brought up by Scottish immigrants, he was renowned for self-

identification as Scottish and spoke with a Scottish brogue. His wife went so far as to 

describe him as 'Scotch in instinct and sympathy', however, he does not appear to have 

been photographed wearing a kilt. A large photo-print of a caricature of Quong Tart in a 

kilt, dancing with bagpipes, drawn by Bulletin cartoonist Phil May, was held by the 

family, and the fact that Margaret Tart reproduced this caricature indicates that she, if 
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Image 79 - Quong Tart (centre) with staff in a private room of one of his tearooms (possibly 777 

George Street), taken by an unknown photographer in Sydney, New South Wales, c.1886-1898. 

Note the apparent discomfort of the staff member on the left of Quong Tart and the lack of 

engagement with the camera of many of the other staff members.

(SAG: Tart McEvoy papers, SAG_PR_6-26-2, 11/6/6/26-2 [D001571])

http://www.chia.chinesemuseum.com.au/objects/D001571.htm


  



Image 80 - Quong Tart with his family, taken by an unknown photographer, probably in Sydney, 

New South Wales, c1900.

(Margaret Tart, The Life of Quong Tart: Or, How a Foreigner Succeeded in a British Community, 

Sydney, MacIardy, 1911, following p.68. [D001086])

http://www.chia.chinesemuseum.com.au/objects/D001086.htm
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not Quong Tart himself, was amused by the cartoon.
89

 To those who met him, Quong 

Tart was clearly a very amusing and witty man, but he seems to have kept his quirky 

sense of humour confined to his speeches and anecdotes and the sarcasm and wit of 

cartoons.
90

 It is possible photography played too important a role in the construction of 

his public image for Quong Tart to risk being too playful with it.  

 

Nineteenth-century photographic portraiture is well known for the serious composures 

of its subjects, nevertheless some individuals, such as Henry Fine Chong [Zheng 

Fanchang, 鄭蕃昌] (who was discussed in Chapter 6), clearly had fun in front of the 

camera within these stylistic constraints.
91

 The photograph that comes the closest to 

showing Quong Tart having fun with the camera is a portrait of him with an 

unidentified man, probably a friend.
92

 Both men pose identically with one hand on their 

hip, standing slightly on one leg using their umbrellas as support. Quong Tart's friend 

looks more playful than he does and it is certainly possible this was a photographic pose 

that went wrong rather than being an attempt at playfulness.  

 

Quong Tart's multi-faceted photographic profile was a complicated one for the period in 

which it was created. Most Chinese-Australian family collections examined from the 

period when Quong Tart was alive were dominated by twentieth-century photographs, 

with only a couple of nineteenth-century studio portraits in a few family collections.
93

 

Such a large and complex range of photographs of Quong Tart were taken because he 

was a public figure but also in order to enhance his standing as a public figure. His 

extensive photographic profile, the way it was utilised and its prominent circulation in 

public places supports the idea of Quong Tart as a celebrity figure.  

 

A strong case can be made that Quong Tart wore and cultivated a celebrity persona on 

top of his other achievements and that it was this celebrity persona that distinguished 
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him from his Chinese-Australian contemporaries. The origins of celebrity journalism 

can be traced back to at least the mid-nineteenth century and was linked to the 

emergence of the modern mass media and expansion of the public sphere.
94

 As Daniel J. 

Boorstin famously wrote: a celebrity is 'a person known for his well-knownness' - that 

is, a person known only for their image or trademark, their visibility and their ability to 

attract publicity.
95

 On the whole, celebrities were, and are, quickly created and quickly 

forgotten.
96

 Embodied in the notion of the celebrity is the idea that any aspiring 

individual can achieve the image of fulfilment projected in the celebrity life.
97

 From the 

mid-nineteenth century the general public, particularly in cities, were already aware of 

the artifice and unreliability behind the projected personas of public figures.
98

 From the 

1890s biographers and sympathetic journalists sought to illuminate the 'real self' or 

private self, while the media increasingly moved away from idealised portrayals 

towards complex and even flawed public profiles in an effort to make them more 

trustworthy.
99

 There was a 'ritual linking' of the combination of anonymity and poverty 

with the telling of celebrity success.
100

 Quong Tart's life story, arriving in Australia as a 

young boy without his immediate family and then rising to success, fitted well into the 

mould of the nineteenth century celebrity. 

 

As a businessman, however, Quong Tart does not sit comfortably with the more 

common celebrities of the period such as stage performers, sportsmen, royalty, writers 

and even bushrangers. His significant achievements in public life also mean that he was 

not only known for his image, trademark and personality. On the other hand, it is 

difficult to deny that his activities received extensive publicity in the English-language 

press, that his private life story was given a high public profile, and that his quirky 
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personality (reflected in his Scottish brogue, love of Scottish songs and poetry, sense of 

humour and gift for public speaking) and Chinese ancestry had broad popular appeal.  

 

Surviving records provide little clue about the extent to which Quong Tart actually 

controlled and manipulated his public images. Many celebrities of the time carefully 

controlled their media image and, as Ponce de Leon notes in his study of the emergence 

of celebrity in America between 1890 and 1940, even 'those who become celebrities 

through no efforts of their own quickly learn[t] how to use the media to make the best of 

the situation'.
101

 In her study of the photographic profile of Mark Twain, Linda Harverty 

Rugg goes further and suggests that an individual can 'forge a photographic self-image 

through canny manipulation of photographers and the economic and cultural institutions 

surrounding the production and publication of photography'.
102

 Mark Twain is known to 

have staged over five hundred individual photographs of himself but then strictly 

controlled their publication and distribution, threatening photographers with legal action 

when they did not comply.
103

 That Quong and Margaret Tart and then subsequent 

generations of the Tart family kept many of the photographs taken of Quong Tart 

suggests he was pleased with the photographs kept.  

 

In acting as archivists of these photographs the Tart family have been also intricately 

entangled in Quong Tart's construction of a public visual image over time. Margaret 

Tart began the process by creating an extensive collection of newspaper clippings about 

Quong Tart from shortly after meeting him. In 1911, several years after his death, her 

publication of an amply illustrated biography of her husband helped to publicly 

document Quong Tart as an important historical figure, and also enhanced his public 

visual image through the publication of private photographs and re-publication of 

photographs already circulating publicly. Tart family descendants have subsequently 

not only preserved information about Quong Tart, but have also donated photographs, 

paintings and documents to public archives. These factors have all helped to make 

Quong Tart's photographic profile so enduring. 
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The personal exchange of photographs was one of the ways Quong Tart consolidated 

and extended his social networks and boosted his public profile. Photographic 

portraiture not only conveys a person's likeness but, when given to others, evokes 'a 

sense of intimacy between the sender and receiver'.
104

 According to Leo Brandy carte-

de-visite photographs in the United States became a 'prime means for public figures to 

strengthen their political or military campaigns' and that these small portraits assisted in 

the creation of an emotional intimacy between the famous and their audience.
105

 Cartes 

de visite were extremely popular in the mid-nineteenth century, initially driven by 

images of the British royal family, but were still being produced and circulated up to the 

turn of the century.
106

 In Australia they were not used as visiting cards but were 

primarily collected in albums and exchanged.
107

 A carte-de-visite portrait of Quong Tart 

held in what is believed to be the album of the Russell family might have been a gift 

from Quong Tart to this Braidwood family.
108

 It is also possible his portrait was also 

included in the album because Quong Tart was a well-known public figure. Carte-de-

visite albums often included famous people such as royalty, ministers of religion, actors, 

bushrangers and 'freak' acts such as Tom Thumb the dwarf and Chang the Chinese 

Giant.
109

 By the 1870s Quong Tart was already a wealthy and well-connected figure in 

the Braidwood area and while he was certainly not seen as a 'freak', there was perhaps a 

fascination associated with him as a Chinese man who was so very British in manner 

and behaviour. Margaret Tart, for example, is believed to have begun her scrapbook 

collection about him soon after she first met him at around this time. 

 

A number of photographs offer more direct evidence that Quong Tart gave portraits of 

himself to friends and acquaintances as gifts, and he appears to have done this on a 

larger scale than most. One extant photomontage, created by combining a selection of 

family photographs with a floral arrangement and then photographing the assemblage, 
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has a lengthy inscription on the bottom which reads: 'With compliments of Mr & Mrs 

Quong Tart, 1892, "Gallop House", Ashfield, Sydney N.S.W.' [Image 81]. This was 

printed rather than handwritten on the print, suggesting this particular image was copied 

and given to numerous people. Quong Tart was also given photographs. This included 

two autographed portraits of Lord and Lady Carrington (the governor of New South 

Wales from 1885-1890
110

 and his wife) that Quong and Margaret Tart received as a gift 

on their marriage in 1886.
111

 These photographs were prominently displayed in the 

Tart's drawing room in their home in Ashfield where visitors might see them.
112

 

 

The large number of photographs of Quong Tart that were published in the newspapers 

and journals also suggests he distributed photographs to the print media. Numerous 

photographs and etchings of him were published in Chinese and English-language 

newspapers, particularly in Sydney. These newspapers included: The Australian 

Bandsman, Australian Town and Country Journal, Chinese Australian Herald, Parade, 

Illustrated Sydney News, The Sketch, Sydney Mail and The Young Man.
113

 Photographic 

illustrations began to appear in Australian daily and illustrated newspapers in the mid-

1890s after the invention of the half-tone reproduction process, but were not dominant 

in daily newspapers until the 1930s when the boom in pictorial newspapers had 

declined.
114

 Photographs of Quong Tart were among the earliest published in some of 

these daily and pictorial newspapers.  

 

The same photograph was regularly used in multiple publications. One of the first 

photographs published in the Chinese Australian Herald in 1897 was a portrait of 
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Quong Tart in his mandarin robes [Image 74].
115

 It had previously been published in 

1895 in a slightly different format in the Australian Town and Country Journal, and 

another copy was presented as a gift to an unknown person in 1894 by Quong Tart.
116

 

The use of a single photograph of Quong Tart in multiple publications, as well as the 

repetition of similar information in published articles, reflects the syndication of news at 

that time and perhaps the close relationship between Sydney newspaper proprietors and 

editors, but also suggests he was personally distributing photographs to the press.
117

 For 

example, Mei-Fen Kuo has noted the connection between the proprietors of the Chinese 

Australian Herald and the Dawn and Dusk Club frequented by writers and editors of 

The Bulletin and the Daily Telegraph (Sydney).
118

 

 

Quong Tart's compliance in the production of his public visual image is most evident in 

the public distribution of photographs of his private life. The public discussion of 

Quong Tart's family life and life story, particularly in the newspapers, blurred the 

distinction between his public and private lives, which is an important aspect of being a 

celebrity. Newspaper articles about Quong Tart's life sometimes included photographs 

of him with his family in their home. These would have required permission to be taken 

and published, and were perhaps specially commissioned. Due to the limitations of most 

photographic equipment in the late nineteenth century very few private collections 

contain photographs that feature the insides of private homes. Indoor family 

photography therefore became a 'celebration by the affluent of their own prosperity'.
119

 

The captioned photomontage that was given to friends or acquaintances discussed above 

[Image 81] included a number of indoor photographs. One photograph of the family 

standing outside their home, 'Gallop House' in Ashfield, was also published in the 

Illustrated Australian News in 1893
120

 and another photograph of Quong Tart with his 

two children that accompanied it was then used by John Law in 1899 to illustrate a 

biographical article on Quong Tart published in Young Man.
121
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Image 81 - Photomontage of Quong and Margaret Tart at home with family, compiled by Kerry & 

Co Studio in Sydney, New South Wales, c1892.

(Mitchell Library, State Library of NSW: picture collection, SV1A/Ashf/2 [D001223])

http://www.chia.chinesemuseum.com.au/objects/D001223.htm
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Quong Tart drew on the general public's familiarity with his image and persona to 

promote his tea business and the promotion of his business also enhanced his reputation 

and public profile. This is also noted by family biographer, E.J. Lea-Scarlet, who 

suggests that the outfitting of 137 King Street as head office 'was possibly made with a 

clear vision of the boost that his own image would receive from the venture'.
122

 One of 

Quong Tart's newspaper advertisements took the form of a written invitation from 

Quong Tart personally inviting readers to join him at his tearooms.
123

 Margaret Tart 

writes in her biography of him that 'a genial personality counts for much in bringing to a 

prosperous issue any commercial undertaking … Those who patronized him [Quong 

Tart's tearooms] were his friends first and his customers afterward'.
124

 Small quips in 

newspaper articles also suggested that women attending his teashops were more 

interested in meeting with Quong Tart than drinking his tea.
125

 During his campaign 

against opium, the Truth bluntly suggested that his philanthropic activities were merely 

a 'reformation-cum-advertising scheme'.
126

 

 

Quong Tart advertised his tea business in newspapers, but although he used line 

illustrations, he does not appear to have taken advantage of the half-tone printing 

process to include photographs in these advertisements.
127

 He did, nevertheless, print a 

four-page foldout leaflet advertising the Elite Hall Tearooms in the Queen Victoria 

Building, possibly around 1898 shortly after its opening [Image 82]. It is not known 

how these brochures were distributed. The four photographs reproduced show the 

exterior and interior of the tearooms and the text provides details of the facilities, and 

the refreshments available for sale. Although Quong Tart does not feature in any of the 

photographs, his name is visible on signs in two of the photographs used, and prominent 

throughout the text. It is possible the photographs of Quong Tart with his staff discussed 

above, were also taken for similar advertising purposes or at the same time as these. 

 

                                                 

122
 Lea-Scarlett, 'Quong Tart: A study in assimilation (Part 2)', p.127. 

123
 Reproduced from unknown source in Travers, Australian Mandarin, p.118. 

124
 Tart, The Life of Quong Tart, p.21. 

125
 The Bulletin, 19 September 1886; SAG: Tart McEvoy collection, 4/339, p.2; Travers, Australian 

Mandarin, p.108. 
126

 Truth, cited in Travers, Australian Mandarin, p.111. 
127

 The Bulletin, 14 December 1889. 



260 

There is evidence that Quong Tart used carte-de-visite portraits of himself to promote 

his business in other ways. Sandy Barrie, an Australian photography historian, recalls an 

article reporting that Quong Tart ordered fifty-thousand carte-de-visite portraits from a 

studio for distribution in a turn-of-the-century photographic magazine.
128

 A carte-de-

visite portrait held in Barrie's private collection supports this idea as it has an ink stamp 

on the back of the card of the well-known 'Q&T' double heart logo with the name and 

address of the business [Image 83]. Even if this extraordinarily large order of cartes de 

visite is incorrect, the ink stamp on the back of the print nevertheless illustrates Quong 

Tart's manipulation of the collectable nature of cartes de visite to promote his business. 

It is important, however, not to underestimate the popularity of cartes de visite. Sales of 

cartes de visite of Queen Victoria, for example, admittedly one of the most popular 

subjects for celebrity cartes de visite, reached staggering proportions.
129

 Between 1860 

and 1862 it has been estimated that three to four million cartes of Queen Victoria were 

sold and between 1862 and 1901 just over four hundred different photographs of her 

were registered in Britain under the copyright act.  

 

The distribution of photographic portraits of Quong Tart as a kind of business card and 

the use of these images to illustrate newspaper articles about him is probably one of the 

reasons why Quong Tart had such a large number of very similar head-and-shoulder 

portraits taken every couple of years. Advertisements for photographic studios were 

often printed on either the front or back of carte-de-visite card mounts and Warwick 

Reeder notes that carte-de-visite photographs of workplaces were used for advertising 

purposes, but otherwise there has been little research into the use of this photographic 

format for advertising for other purposes in Australia.
130

 

 

Since the early development of photography in the mid-nineteenth century, people have 

been manipulating and using photographs for many different purposes. The 1880s and 

1890s were significant decades in the adoption of photography. Technological 

developments meant that photographs were widely and cheaply available and much 

easier to distribute. The celebrity figure, as we know it today, was just emerging out of a 

fledgling mass media. Quong Tart was quick to take the opportunities offered by these 
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Image 82 - One side of foldout brochure advertising Quong Tart’s Elite Tearooms in the Queen 

Victoria Building, taken by unidentified photographer in Sydney, New South Wales, c1898.

(SAG: Tart McEvoy papers, SAG Scrapbook 2/41 [D003345])

http://www.chia.chinesemuseum.com.au/objects/D003345.htm


  



      

Image 83 - Quong Tart carte de visite (back and front), taken by Rusfeldt & Co of 495-496 George 

St, Sydney, New South Wales, c1883-1888.

(Sandy Barrie collection (private) [D001524])

http://www.chia.chinesemuseum.com.au/objects/D001524.htm
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developments. He developed a particularly personal-style in his business and 

professional relationships and also appears to have appreciated the power of personal 

publicity. Despite being a Chinese businessman in a city which could be explosively 

anti-Chinese, Quong Tart saw the potential photography had to shape his public profile 

and influence the perceptions of others. In doing so he became more than just a well-

photographed man. He became a nineteenth-century Sydney celebrity. 

 

Quong Tart represented himself as a successful, modern gentleman proud to be a 

member of the British Empire. Through photography he shaped an individual 

personality that successfully negotiated many social and racial categories in nineteenth-

century Australia. An ambitious entrepreneur, Quong Tart exploited the fluid and 

contested nature of class in Australia and positioned himself as a gentleman and 

successful entrepreneur in the new rising middle classes. Photographs show him 

engaging with many aspects of modern Sydney life. In his smart suit with neatly furled 

umbrella, he was the epitome of the modern capitalist and socialite.
131

 His teashops and 

the way he managed them were new and innovative. He was one of the first tenants in 

the newly-built Queen Victoria Building, with its state-of-the-art elevator and electric 

lights, and his staff worked under generous and, by contemporary standards, very 

modern employment conditions.
132

 His sporting interests, especially his involvement in 

the administration of cycle racing, reflected Quong Tart's engagement with modern 

ideas about healthy bodies with healthy minds as well as marking him as a man of 

status. Even his association with the Railway Coaching Branch, reflected in a group 

photograph taken at a picnic in 1897, can be viewed as an illustration of Quong Tart's 

interaction with modern technology and transport.
133

 Photograph historian Elizabeth 

Willis notes that railways were often photographed for postcards and promotional 

albums as symbols of a city's development, progress and modernity.
134

 

 

The nature of Quong Tart's leadership style within Chinese-Australian community 

leadership at the end of the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries is also significant to 
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understanding the prominence of his photographic profile in the visual historical record 

and its endurance. Quong Tart rose to a position of leadership at a time when the 

community tended to be led by prominent individuals and was organised along kinship 

affiliations or via the loosely-connected network of the Yee Hing [Yixing gongsi, 

義興公司] lodges. Chinese-Australian community leaders, prior to the generation of 

leaders that included Quong Tart, tended to be drawn from the wealthy merchant class 

who ran the native-place or clan associations [huiguan, 會館]. These organisations were 

mutual aid associations that supported Chinese immigration, and were patriarchal and 

structured hierarchically according to social class.
135

 The wealthy merchants who 

managed them 'governed in an authoritarian, top-down fashion'.
136

 Some of these 

leaders gained considerable influence, and they controlled the collaborative credit-ticket 

systems that facilitated immigration run by these huiguan organisations.
137

 These 

individuals harnessed traditional class privilege, imperial rank and their commercial 

success to reinforce their leadership.
138

 Quong Tart was similar to this older generation 

of leadership in that he courted imperial rank in order to bolster his social status, but he 

had more in common with a new form of leadership style which developed in the 1890s.  

 

Alongside W.R.G. Lee, Reverend John Young Wai and Sun Johnston [Sun Junchen, 

孫俊臣], Quong Tart harnessed the combined opportunities offered by his personal 

wealth and engagement with wider Australian social and business networks, to promote 

greater collaboration across native-place divisions and greater participation in public 

life. A key role was played in this process by Chinese and English-language 

newspapers.
139

 These leaders, described by Mei-fen Kuo as 'bilingual' leaders, 

recognised the advantages of being able to translate and bridge the gap between Chinese 

and colonial manners, values and cultures.
140

 This new form of leadership supplemented 

native-place and clan networks with broader civic ones around their business, 
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Freemason and Presbyterian church networks.
141

 W.R.G. Lee, for example, was 

instrumental in the establishment of the Lin Yik Tong in Sydney, which brought 

together Chinese-Australian business firms in order to promote business networks and 

more easily facilitate shipping arrangements with the Gibbs Bright shipping agency. 

Each firm represented one of the major district and clan associations. Sun Johnson with 

James Alexander Philp, George Arthur Down, Li Caizhang [李彩章] established the 

first Chinese-language newspaper in New South Wales, the Chinese Australian Herald 

which became the voice piece of the Lin Yik Tong.  

 

Photography was a useful tool for binding together the new kinds of organisations and 

networks established by this new Chinese-Australian leadership. New networks 

required new ways of building trust. The older leadership forms of the huiguan and Yee 

Hing organisations had relied on the well-established and almost naturalised, bonds of 

trust between kin and between sworn brothers. These leaders and their organisations did 

not need photographs to justify their existence or promote their activities within 

Chinese-Australian communities because they relied on these long-established levels of 

trust. This new Chinese-Australian leadership was trying to encourage Chinese-

Australians to come together in new ways and photography was one method of binding, 

reinforcing and promoting these new networks and organisations as well as their 

activities.  

 

As already mentioned, two photographs were taken in 1903 of the membership of the 

Lin Yik Tong with Quong Tart, who was a strong advocate but not a member of the 

organisation [Image 77]. The photograph was taken when Ye Peisheng [葉配生], the 

proprietor of the new Dongguan-affiliated [東莞, also called Tang Kuan in Cantonese, 

Toon Goon Doon Goon, Doong Goong] firm, Lee Sang & Co, became a member of the 

organisation. The act of creating the photograph celebrated this appointment as a 

symbol of the much-improved relations between the Koong Yee Tong [Gongyitang, 公

義堂], a Dongguan native-place organisation, and the Lin Yik Tong.
142

 This act also 

perhaps created a sense of unity and permanency about this new state of accord between 
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the two groups and also of the Lin Yik Tong as a viable organisation. This was 

consolidated publicly within the Chinese-speaking community when one of these 

photographs was published by the Chinese Australian Herald.  

 

In 1895 the Chinese Australian Herald also published a photograph of the seamen from 

the shipwrecked SS Catterthun. This shipwreck and its Chinese crew were significant 

because, although fifty-five lives were lost, the Chinese crewmen were lauded in the 

English-language press as heroes for helping get many passengers safely off the ship, 

leaving themselves only at the last moment.
143

 This photograph was the first photograph 

ever published in the Chinese Australian Herald. The inclusion of the proprietors of the 

newspaper in the photograph probably marks their contribution to Quong Tart's 

campaign to raise funds for the seamen who had lost all their goods in the wreck. The 

published photograph additionally publicly celebrated this event as a positive example 

of cross-cultural collaboration, both through the valour of the Chinese seamen and, less 

directly, the success of the newspaper as a cross-cultural collaborative venture.  

 

While these bilingual leaders, which included Quong Tart, were instrumental in 

establishing organisations that crossed kinship and native-place affiliations, and that 

were more inclusive and democratic, power within these organisations and the Chinese-

Australian community still resided largely within a few key individuals. Within this 

social environment Quong Tart's leadership style involved distancing himself from the 

traditional affiliations within the Sydney Chinese communities and using photography 

to promote himself, rather than the organisations with which he was associated. From 

around 1903, coinciding with Quong Tart's death, there is evidence of greater 

participation by a much wider range of Chinese Australians, particularly market 

gardeners and fruit merchants in Sydney, in Chinese-Australian organisations.
144

 There 

were still Chinese-Australian community leaders, but these groups were increasingly 

democratic and the lower classes and the newly-wealthy fruit merchants were 

demanding much greater participation in Chinese-Australian organisations.  
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In photographic terms, this meant that after Quong Tart's death, there tended to be more 

emphasis on Chinese-Australian organisations as a group rather than the leaders as 

individuals. This is well-illustrated in a framed compilation of individual head-and-

shoulders portraits of the seventy-four member strong committee of the New South 

Wales Chinese Empire Reform Association [Aozhou niaoxiuweisheng baojiu da qing 

guangxuhuangdi hua, 澳洲鳥修威省保救大清光緒皇帝會] taken in 1901 

[Image 84].
145

 This Association was a political organisation and one of the international 

branches of the Society to Protect the Emperor that supported the ideas of exiled 

reformers Kang Youwei [康有為] and Liang Qichao [梁啟超]. It drew its membership 

from across clan and district affiliations and also from outside, as well as within, 

metropolitan Sydney.
146

 Each portrait in the framed compilation was captioned with the 

individual's name in English and Chinese as was the title of the compilation: 'The 

Committee of the Chinese Empire Reform Association, Sydney, N.S.W., Australia' 

[Aozhou niaoxiuweisheng baojiu da qing guangxuhuangdi hua, 澳洲鳥修威省雪梨 

正阜保救大清光緒皇帝會]. The nine members of the committee leadership have been 

grouped together in the first line of portraits with the rest of the committee in five rows 

of thirteen underneath but this is the only significance they are given.
147

 The portraits of 

each of the committee leaders are no bigger than those of the rest of the membership. 

The decision to create a portrait that included the whole committee management, not 

just the leadership, and the lack of differentiation in photograph size between the 

portraits of the membership and the leaders appears to be the visual manifestation of 

this more inclusive and democratic organisation. 

 

This framed compilation of photographs is currently held in the collection of the Kong 

Chew Society [Gangzhou, 岡州], the oldest district association in Melbourne. It is 

unknown how it came to be in their possession, however the compilation was created in 

1901 in the same year that Liang Qichao travelled around Australia, fund-raising and 

visiting the various branches of the Empire Reform Association in Australia. Liang 

Qichao or the New South Wales Chinese Empire Reform Association perhaps gave it to 
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the Melbourne Kong Chew Society during Liang Qichao's visit as part of promoting the 

establishment of further Associations around Australia. C.F. Yong notes that the 

Melbourne branch of the Chinese Empire Reform Association was established either 

directly or indirectly because of Liang's visit.
148

 Liang also came from the Xinhui [新會, 

Sunhui in Cantonese and also Sunwiy] county which was represented by the Kong 

Chew Society in Melbourne and so the Society was particularly keen to welcome him 

on his visit to Melbourne. In return he created a pair of parallel scrolls for their hall.
149

 

 

The compilation was notably created at a point in time when there were ruptures within 

the leadership of the New South Wales Chinese Empire Reform Association that 

eventually led to further tensions between the Association and the Lin Yik Tong. Quong 

Tart and W.R.G. Lee were key figures in the establishment of the group in January 

1900, however both became dissatisfied and no longer associated with it after March 

1900. By the middle of 1900 further ruptures were developing between the Lin Yik 

Tong which was led by W.R.G. Lee and supported by the Chinese Australian Herald 

and Thomas Yee Hing [Liu Ruxing, 劉汝興] one of the leaders of the New South Wales 

Chinese Empire Reform Association supported by the Tung Wah News.
150

 This 

worsened in late 1901 and early 1902. Within this context the framed compilation of 

portraits of the New South Wales Chinese Empire Reform Association was also a visual 

testament to the large size of the organisation and therefore a testament to the strength 

of support for it compared to the Lin Yik Tong. It also perhaps created a sense of unity 

within an organisation that was in conflict.
151

 

 

The affiliation of the Tung Wah News (renamed the Tung Wah Times in 1902) with the 

New South Wales Chinese Empire Reform Association meant that the newspaper 

regularly reported and editorialised about the dispute and also, in later years, 

occasionally published photographs of the activities of the Association. For example 

from 1906 until the death of Emperor Guangxu, the Tung Wah Times published 
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photographs of picnics held by Chinese-Australian communities in Narrandera, Glen 

Innes and the Sydney branch of the Chinese Empire Reform Association celebrating the 

Emperor's birthday.
152

 The creation of these photographs, and particularly their public 

distribution by the newspaper, contributed to a sense of unity between supporters of the 

Association across geographic space. 

 

Many of the photographs of these later, new forms of community organisation remain in 

the semi-private collections of the organisation on their walls, in their archives or 

published in Chinese-language books for Chinese Australians. In 1913 a group called 

the Sydney Chinese Republican Committee published a commemorative book to mark 

the first anniversary of the Chinese Republic, which was heavily illustrated with 

photographs of Republican officials in China and also members of the Committee and 

their supporters.
153

 In February 1920 the Tung Wah Times published head-and-shoulders 

photographs of the twenty-seven committee members of the New South Wales Chinese 

Chamber of Commerce of Sydney Australia [Aozhou niuxiuwei xueli zhonghua 

zongshanghui, 澳洲鳥修威雪梨中華總商會] which had been established in 1903.
154

 

Some Chinese-Australian organisational photographs have found their way into large 

public collections through donations of the photographs and negatives of commercial 

photographers. For example, at the Mitchell Library within the commercial photographs 

of Sam Hood are a series of photographs taken at the banquet to celebration the 

anniversary of the establishment of the Chinese Seaman's Union in 1944 and their 

committee members at their Chinese New Year celebrations in 1945, and an 

unidentified Chinese group banquet in December 1945, and the Chinese King John 

Association in November 1944, and a KMT political luncheon in 1942.
155
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By the time branches of the KMT were being established in Australia in the 1910s and 

1920s photographic group portraiture was well established within Chinese-Australian 

community organisations, as was the exchange of photographs between these 

organisations within Australia and internationally.
156

 The branches of the KMT in 

Sydney and Melbourne hold large collections of photographs of group portraits of 

committee members, of members at building openings and KMT activities that date 

from the 1910s and 1920s. In 1935 they published a history of the organisation in 

Australia and the Pacific that was heavily illustrated with photographs that included 

KMT officials at the different branch offices, as well as their buildings [Image 22 in 

Chapter 2].
157

 

 

This shift in emphasis within Chinese-Australian organisations away from elite 

individuals and towards representations of larger committees within these organisations 

meant that the kind of elite leadership embraced by Quong Tart was much less viable 

than it had been in the nineteenth century, and so other Chinese-Australian leaders did 

not promote themselves using photography in the English and Chinese-speaking 

communities in the same way or to the same extent as Quong Tart did. Quong Tart was 

the first modern Chinese Australian to realize the powerful potential of the photograph, 

at just the point in time when photography was rapidly being adopted by the Australian 

population. He pioneered creative ways to build and consolidate social networks 

through the exchange of personally-inscribed photographs; to display status and 

promote business in the media; or even to create more complex photographic identities. 

In ways we associate with more modern businessmen, Quong Tart used his own 

personal image to promote his business and vice versa. This is not to suggest 

photography was the sole way in which Quong Tart built his reputation, or that self and 

business promotion were his only motivation in the creation and distribution of 

photographs. The way in which Quong Tart mobilised photography, at the time that he 

did, and in the city that he did, has nevertheless proved to be a lasting legacy. His 
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photographs continue to feature prominently in exhibitions, articles, books, conferences 

and websites. In building a strong photographic archive of himself and making it 

publicly accessible to English-speaking Australia during his lifetime, Quong Tart also 

helped to ensure his own prosperity and historical importance. The relationship between 

Quong Tart, his photographic profile and its distribution illustrates the link between the 

wide and public distribution of photographs of Chinese and historical prosperity. 
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Conclusion 

The way in which Quong Tart chose to represent himself using photography at the end 

of the nineteenth and early twentieth century, and his enduring visibility, bring together 

many of the themes that have run through this thesis. In many ways Quong Tart was no 

different from many other middle-class Chinese and white Australians who also 

embraced photography during its boom in the late nineteenth century. Other Chinese 

Australians also had studio portraits taken which represented them as respectable and 

middle class and they exchanged these photographs with friends and colleagues in order 

to build and strengthen social networks. Quong Tart's photographic profile was unique 

because it has been so public. He was quick to realise the potential of the photographic 

image to raise his public profile, so that even during his lifetime, private family 

photographs circulated publicly. This continued after his death when Margaret Tart 

published a biography of him in 1911 which was illustrated using their private 

photographic collection and her extensive newspaper clipping collection.
1
 Tart family 

descendants not only preserved family memorabilia but also donated it to archives 

where it was publicly available.
2
 In contrast, photographs of other modern Chinese 

Australians and their community organisations have remained where you would expect 

them to be - within private family collections, the semi-private collections of 

organisations or deep within unindexed newspapers and publications. 

 

Chinese Australians were photographed across the full spectrum of photographic genres 

in Australia. They were memorialised in both white and Chinese-Australian family 

photograph collections as family members, friends, co-workers and also as part of 

family households as servants, cooks and gardeners. When they attended school and 

involved themselves in public activities such as sport, public celebrations and 

community groups, both Chinese and non-Chinese, photographs were created. They 

were photographed as part of the operation of government as well as that of Chinese and 

non-Chinese religious, business and community organisations. Chinese Australians 

feature in photographs intended to souvenir Australian places and their contribution to 

the colonisation of Australia was also celebrated as part of civic and view photography. 
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They were also photographed when they became well-known public figures and a 

variety of photographs of Chinese Australians, sometimes identified as Chinese, 

sometimes not, were used to illustrate publications in both English and Chinese-

language books, journals and newspapers according to the function of the publication.  

 

For the most part, Chinese Australians also chose to represent themselves and use 

photography in ways similar to other Australians. The photographic portraits Chinese 

Australians chose to have taken for travel purposes in the 1890s for the B6443 series, 

regardless of the nature of dress worn or their social or economic status, were portraits 

of respectable, modern, middle-class citizens, typical of late nineteenth-century 

portraiture. When Chinese Australians chose to marry they embraced and kept up with 

the emergence and development of wedding photography, whether that was in Hong 

Kong or Sydney. They were not integrating into something that already existed but 

along with couples around the world were part of creating the global phenomenon of the 

white wedding. Most photographs of people, even the most regulated, contain some 

degree of self-representation and are the product of a negotiated interaction between 

photographer and subject. Men casually photographed as a 'last Chinaman' or as a 

buffalo handler could choose whether to smile and face the camera, or turn away. In 

Darwin, a Chinese-Australian grandmother insisted on being photographed in her 

'finery' with her grandson, subverting the medical intentions of the photographer. When 

Chinese Australians became commercial photographers, they also took photographs 

across a range of genres, most work being indistinguishable from that of equivalent 

contemporary photographers, whether their customers had Chinese ancestry or not.  

 

Of course, underlying the creation and use of photographs of Chinese Australians was 

the fact that Australia was institutionally racist. A belief in the fixed biological 

difference, evident through skin colour and other physical characteristics, was widely 

used by scientists and lay-people as a basis for defining human variations and 

behaviour. By the end of the nineteenth century, Australia's colonies came together as a 

nation with the aim of creating a white Australia, one that specifically excluded Chinese 

as a race. Photography was mobilised to support this.  
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Rather than expressing the overt racism and anti-Chinese sentiment observed in 

contemporary newspaper articles, literature and cartoons, photography functioned more 

subtly as a form of bureaucratic harassment and to isolate Chinese from an imagined 

white mainstream Australia. Identification photography was used as part of the 

implementation of colonial and then federal laws which restricted Chinese immigration 

on the basis of race. Pro-white Australia advocates, such as adventurer Francis Birtles, 

used photographs of Chinese to support arguments that Chinese were an unwelcome 

and overwhelming presence in northern Australia. Photographic postcards were created 

that represented Chinese Australians as timeless, generic 'types', at work in menial pre-

industrial occupations or as passing exoticisms. These images contributed to and were 

reinforced by similar images of Chinese in China and elsewhere, which had circulated 

around the western world since the eighteenth century. In Australia these 

representations depicted Chinese people and culture in the past tense, as photographers 

chose to remember them visually as they were imagined to have been in the nineteenth 

century. 

 

A preoccupation with the creation of a White Australia by governments, newspapers 

and public commentators at a national level encouraged the creation and public 

circulation of photographs that represented Chinese Australians as distinctly 'Chinese' 

and different from 'Australians' until into the twentieth century. Chinese immigrants and 

settlers in the Northern Territory, for example, became something to discuss and 

photograph, as public commentators addressed the question of whether the Northern 

Territory could be successfully colonised without Chinese labour and energy. Once the 

Federal government agreed that northern Australia could survive without Chinese or 

'coloured' labour, and immigration restrictions began effectively to reduce the Chinese 

population, people then become nostalgic about the apparent 'disappearance' of Chinese. 

In the early twentieth century, elements of what was viewed as 'traditional' Chinese 

culture in the Northern Territory, such as photographs of Chinese temples, processions 

and distinctly 'Chinese' employment types were created, collected and published as 

disappearing curiosities. During the same period, in the declining gold-rush towns of 

New South Wales and Victoria, locals were taking photographs of elderly Chinese men 

who reminded them of Chinese during the 1850s and 1860s gold rushes. In doing so 
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they were capturing what they imagined was the 'last Chinaman' in the face of an 

emerging White Australia. 

 

The visual construction of Chinese as different has been reinforced by the fact that it 

tends to be the extraordinary, the exotic, the different and occasionally the stereotypical 

which are created, or plucked from elsewhere, for public circulation and consumption. 

Photographs of the ordinary and everyday are just that, unexceptional, and so 

uninteresting to the general public. They therefore tend to remain where they were 

created and valued, generally within family, organisation and government archives. The 

outcome of this has been a greater public focus on photographs of Chinese as exotic and 

different over time, rather than those that have depicted Chinese as modern mainstream 

Australians. Photographs of modern Chinese Australians have always been present in 

the historic record, even in public spaces, but have remained outside the focus of the 

general public. The construction of Chinese Australians as different to other Australians 

has been so successful that today some express surprise and interest when shown late 

nineteenth-century studio portraits of Chinese Australians representing themselves in 

the same way as any other Australian, because they expect them to look different.  

 

The process of contextualising historical photographs of Chinese-Australian subject 

matter within Australia's shifting photographic genres for this thesis has revealed that 

the 'Chinese' nature of the subject matter in them was often so embedded in the 

meanings of the photograph that it was impossible to separate out. This could lead to 

seemingly contradictory and paradoxical meanings. Photographs of Cavenagh Street in 

Darwin, agricultural activity in the Northern Territory and elderly Chinese men in the 

declining gold towns of southern Australia embraced the contribution of Chinese 

Australians to colonisation while simultaneously visually confining our understandings 

of them to particular places, activities and times. While some Chinese in the Northern 

Territory were photographically souvenired because they were culturally different, they 

were also souvenired because they were an intrinsic part of life in the Northern Territory 

and perhaps because they were affectionately known by those who collected or took 

their photograph. The staging of Chinese street processions was a public celebration of 

'Chinese' culture and yet such processions were also an intrinsic part of Australian street 

life in many places. Long-term Chinese residents who wished to leave Australia 
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temporarily were photographed because they were considered to be part of Australia but 

also, because they had Chinese ancestry, they were simultaneously disenfranchised as 

'alien Australians'. When Quong Tart had a photograph taken in his mandarin robes he 

did so as a member of Australia's middle classes, utilising the status visually represented 

by his robes to construct himself as gentleman in the British Empire. Rather than 

paradoxes, these photographs show that Chinese were so interwoven within the fabric of 

everyday family and community life that part of being Australian was to be Chinese.  
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Appendix A: Temples of Darwin 

Sources suggest Darwin had three temples over the course of the nineteenth and early 

twentieth century: the main or Woods street temple, the No.2 or McMinn street temple 

and the wu di miao or Fisherman's temple.  

 

Most photographs of Darwin's temples simply describe them as 'Darwin's temple' or 

'Darwin's Joss House'. The physical size, longevity and central location of the Woods 

Street temple and perhaps a larger and more dominant membership suggest most are 

photographs the Woods Street temple. Three photographs have been identified as 

showing the Fisherman's temple and none of the McMinn Street temple from the pre-

WWII period.
1
 

 

Kok Hu Jin believes that the Fisherman's temple was for Hakka people, the 'Woods 

Street' temple was for those speaking Cantonese dialects and a third temple was 

established later by the Hung Men that embraced both groups and was created under the 

instruction of Dr Sun Yatsen.
2
 

 

The temple described in English-language sources as the 'main' or 'Woods Street' temple 

was called 列聖宫 [lie sheng gong, Hall of the Ranking Sages] in Chinese and was 

initially built in 1886 on The Esplande next to the old Court House. It was moved a year 

later to its current site in Woods street in 1887 where, after renovations and rebuilding, 

it still operates today.
3
 An inscribed ceremonial bell dates the construction of the temple 

to 1887. Adrian Welke and Helen Wilson state the Woods street block was sold to a 

group of Chinese in 1888 and in 1899 rate assessments state a 'Joss House' was on the 

site. After its initial construction, the temple had to be rebuilt and substantially repaired 

on a number of occasions. In 1897 the temple collapsed during a cyclone and had to be 

                                                 

1
 NLA: Rev. Fred Greenwood collection of photographs of Northern Territory [D002301, D002310]; 
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2
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National Trust of Australia (NT), Conservation Commission of Northern Territory, Darwin, c1993, 

pp.128, 190. 
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rebuilt. After bombing and looting during World War II the temple had to be 

substantially reconstructed in 1948 and it was fully rebuilt after Cyclone Tracy in 1974.
4
  

 

Another temple was built around 1914 at 39 McMinn Street, near Frog's Hollow and 

north of Cavenagh Street.
5
 Bill Harney's book, which describes his life in the Northern 

Territory from 1919 onwards, also notes that there was a Chinese temple near Frog's 

Hollow in Darwin.
6
 It has been referred to as the 'No. 2 Joss House' and may also be the 

temple that Kok Hu Jin notes was built by a Chinese Masonic Lodge established in the 

early twentieth century. Kok states that this temple was built on The Esplanade near 

Doctor's Gully in the early twentieth century but the only record of a temple on The 

Esplanade was the temple that was relocated to Woods Street much earlier.
7
 The 

McMinn temple site was also used as clubrooms for the Wah On Society in the 1940s.
8
  

 

'Fisherman's Temple' was a small beach-side temple called 武帝廟 [wu di miao Warrior 

Emperor Temple romanised in English to 'Moo Tai Mue' and 'Wu Di Miao'] and was 

located on Fisherman's beach near Doctor's Gully. It seems to have been demolished 

some time after the mid-1910s.
9
 Little is known about the disappearance of this temple 

but its location on the beach makes it likely it was destroyed during one of Darwin's 

hurricanes or perhaps a heavy storm. Kok Hu Jin states that the temple was established 

in the 1870s and was destroyed in the 1940s but provides no source for this 

information.
10

 

 

The only contemporary written reference found to the Fisherman's temple is in Elsie 

Masson's, An Untamed Territory, published in 1915. In the section that describes the 

'separate worlds' of Darwin she states:  
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…in strolling along the beach, he may, in a space of a few moments, 

alight upon their outward signs. First he may walk into a party of blacks 

crooning soft corroboree songs to themselves; then he may suddenly 

come upon a small joss-house guarded by chipped stone dragons, with its 

gaudy gilt fretwork, waxen images, and pewter bowls, glimmering 

through the incense-thickened air…
11

 

 

                                                 

11
 Masson, An Untamed Territory, p.51. 
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Chinese Glossary  

Where contemporary English-language transliterations are available for the names of 

people, newspapers and organisations, I have used the names that were in common 

usage at the time. In many cases Chinese terms lack contemporary English equivalents. 

In these cases, names are rendered in English by Mandarin pronunciations written in 

italicised pinyin spelling. English translations (in addition to transliterations) are 

supplied on first mention for the names of institutions and used thereafter throughout 

the text. Further, where pinyin spelling is used for personal names, I follow the 

customary Chinese sequence of surname followed by given name. Where more than one 

name was in common this is indicated on first citation. An exception is made for place 

names which are rendered in their modern pinyin equivalent and are not italicised. 

 

Many of the characters and transliterations have been obtained from:  

• 'Glossary of Chinese terms' for John Fitzgerald's Big White Lie, Chinese 

Australia website, http://www.chaf.lib.latrobe.edu.au/bwlglossary/, accessed 9 

September 2009. 

• 'Glossary' in Mei-fen Kuo, Making Chinese Australia, PhD, Asian Studies, La 

Trobe University, 2008, pp.442-450. 

• 'Glossary of Chinese terms' in Kate Bagnall, Golden Shadows on a White Land: 

An Exploration of the Lives of White Women who Partnered Chinese Men and 

their Children in Southern Australia, 1855-1915, PhD, Department of History, 

University of Sydney, Sydney, 2006. 

• 'Character Tables' in Michael Williams, Destination Qiaoxiang: Pearl River 

Delta Villages and Pacific Ports, 1849-1949, PhD, University of Hong Kong, 

2002, pp.240-241. 

Thanks you also to Antonia Finnane, Mei-fen Kuo and Bao Qiang Gao for assistance. 

Any errors, however, remain mine. 

People 

Ah Hee Jackson, Henry or Yue Henry Jackson, Yu Enhe, 余恩和 

Ah Hing, Ya Xing, 亞興 

Ah Young, Ya Nong, 亞穠 

Bew, George Kwok, Guo Biao, 郭標 
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Fine Cheong, Henry , Zheng Fanchang, 鄭番昌 

Fong Kam Yee, James , Fung Jinyi, 方錦衣 
Guangxu Emperor , Guangxu huangdi, 光緒皇帝 

Guo Zhangwei, 郭章維 

Huang Yuanzhu, 黃媛珠 

Johnson, Sun , Sun Junchen, 孫俊臣 

Kang Youwei, 康有為 

Lam Hoo, Charles, Lin Hao, 林豪 

Lan Shut, Lan Shu, 蘭述 

Lei Tian, 雷添 

Li Caizhang, 李彩章 

Lee Goot-che, Liu Yuechi, 劉月池 

Lee, William Robert George (W.R.G.) , Li Yihui, 李益徽 

Li Yueming, 黎月明 

Liang Qichao, 梁啟超 

Lowe Kong Meng , Liu Guangming, 劉光明 

Luo Wexin, 羅維? 

Ng Hung-pui, Wu Hongpei, 伍洪培 

On Lee, Dr. George , Ye Qixiu, 葉七秀 
Quong Tart , Mei Guangda, 梅光達 

U Tsing , Yu Qiong, 余瓗 

Way Lee, Yet Soo War , Ye Xiuhua, 葉繡華 

Wong Yung Ho , Wang Ronghe, 王榮和 

Wong Sat, Huang Shi, 黄石 

Ye Meigui, 葉玫瑰 

Ye Peisheng , 葉配生 

Ye Yuezu, 葉悅祖 

Yee Hing, Thomas , Liu Ruxing, 劉汝興 

Young Wai, Rev. John, Zhou Rongwei, 周容威 

Zou Boqi, 鄒伯奇 

Organisations and Businesses 

Chinese Australian Herald (Sydney, 1894-1923), Guangyi huabao, 廣益華報 

Chinese Empire Reform Association (Sydney), Aozhou niaoxiuweisheng baojiu da qing 

guangxuhuangdi hua, 澳洲鳥修威省保救大清光緒皇帝會 

Chinese Times (Melbourne, 1902-1905), Aiguobao, 愛國報 

Chinese Times (Melbourne, 1906-1914), Jingdongxinbao, 警東新報 

Chinese Times (Melbourne, 1917), Pingbao, 平報 

Chinese Times (Sydney, 1922-1954), Minbao, 民報 

Kong Chew Society, Gangzhou, 岡州 

Koong Yee Tong, Gongyitang, 公義堂 

Kuo Min Tang or KMT, Guomindang, 國民黨 

Lin Yik Tong, Lianyitang, 聯益堂 
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New South Wales Chinese Chamber of Commerce of Sydney Australia, Aozhou 

niuxiuwei xueli zhonghua zongshanghui, 澳洲鳥修威雪梨中華總商會] 

Tung Wah News (Sydney, 1898-1902), Donghua bao, 東華新報 

Tung Wah Times (Sydney, 1902-1936), Donghua xinbao, 東華報 

Yee Hing or Gee Hing, Yixing gongsi, 義興公司 

Places 

Pinyin 

Mandarin 

Character  Cantonese  Other 

dialects 

Level of 

government 

Guangdong 廣東 Kwongtung Canton province 

Siyi 四邑 Sze Yap See Yap       

See Yup       

Sze Yup 

district 

Dongguan 東莞 Tang Kuan Toon Goon 

Doon Goon 

Doong 

Goong 

county 

Taishan 

(Xinning) 
台山 

(新寜) 

Toisan 

(Sunning) 

(Sunwing) county 

Xinhui 新會 Sunhui Sunwiy county 

Zhongshan 

(Xiangshan) 
中山 

(香山) 

Chungshan 

(Hsiangshan) 

Chongshan 

(Heongshang

) (Hungsang) 

(Heungshan) 

county 

Shiqi 石岐 Shekki Shakee village 

Other 

Mandarin pinyin Traditional 

characters 

Meaning in English 

huiguan 會館 district or clan associations 

qiaoxiang 僑鄉 overseas Chinese native place 

wu di miao 武帝廟 Fisherman's temple or Warrior Emperor temple or 

'Moo Tai Mue' or 'Wu Di Miao' (Darwin, NT) 

lie sheng gong 列聖宫 'Main temple', 'Woods Street temple' or 'Hall of the 

Ranking Sages' (Darwin, NT) 
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wenming hunli 文明 civilised wedding 

mang ao 蟒襖 red embroidered jacket worn by Han brides 

chao dai 朝帶 hooped belt worn by Han brides 

mang qun 蟒裙 pleated 'dragon' skirt worn by Han brides 

kai mian 开面 practice where the hair around a bride's forehead is 

plucked 

ao 襖 top or upper garment 

ku 裤 loose-fitting trousers for men or women 

changpao 长袍 full-length robe also called a scholar's robe 

qipao 旗袍 long dress worn by women, adapted from a 

changpao, also called a cheongsam or cheungsam 

in Cantonese 

huaniu 花纽 knotted button also called a 'flower button'. 

qun 裙 women's skirt 

shan 衫 shirt that might be buttoned down the front or to the 

side 
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